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Abstract 

Affect plays an important role in cognition and behavior, but how discrete emotions 

influence decision making is still unclear. To contribute to the understanding of this 

process, this study investigated the impact of guilt and anger in ethical decision making. 

By taking a sensemaking approach, the findings demonstrated that experiencing integral 

guilt and anger have important and differential impacts on sensemaking processes and 

resultant ethical decision making. Overall, guilt was more beneficial than anger, but 

both emotions drew participants’ attention to particular aspects of the situation. 

Specifically, anger prompted reflection on the past and the causes of the situation while 

guilt helped participants focus on the future and the outcomes of the current situation. 

The moderating impact of two emotion regulation strategies, cognitive reappraisal and 

suppression, was also investigated, and results indicated that emotion regulation may be 

markedly difficult in ethical decision-making situations. In addition, suppressing anger 

may be particularly harmful for making ethical decisions via its impact on selfishness. 

Implications and future research directions are also discussed.  

 Keywords: Anger, guilt, ethical decision making, sensemaking, suppression, 

cognitive reappraisal 
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Introduction 

Research on ethical decision making (EDM) in organizations has grown in the 

past several decades (Kish-Gephart, Harrison, & Treviño, 2010; Tenbrunsel & Smith-

Crowe, 2008; Treviño, den Nieuwenboer, & Kish-Gephart, 2014) due to its importance 

for organizational functioning – for example, the recent ethical downfalls of large 

corporations such as major banks. As a whole, the workplace is permeated with 

opportunities to make (un)ethical decisions, with 62% of employees witnessing ethical 

misconduct at work each year (Ethics Research Center, 2015). Therefore, there is a need 

to understand how these poor ethical decisions arise and potential ways to deal with 

what causes them. 

One factor that may play a critical role in perceiving ethical dilemmas and 

making ethical decisions is emotional experience, as emotional reactions are 

commonplace when dealing with ethical quandaries (Gaudine & Thorne, 2001; 

Mumford et al., 2008; Thiel, Bagdasarov, Harkrider, Johnson, & Mumford, 2012). Calls 

for the integration of emotion into EDM at work have become more frequent (e.g., 

Tenbrunsel & Smith-Crowe, 2008; Vitell, King, & Singh, 2013), as growing research 

on emotions in the workplace (Ashkanasy & Humphrey, 2011; Barsade & Gibson, 

2007) and their impact on cognitive processes (Angie, Connelly, Waples, & Kligyte, 

2011; Lench, Flores, & Bench, 2011; Lerner, Li, Valdesolo, & Kassam, 2015) provide 

an expanding foundation on which to understand the role of emotions in EDM.  

By applying the sensemaking framework for EDM (Mumford et al., 2006, 

2008), this study investigates the impact of two discrete emotions, anger and guilt, on 

EDM. Also of interest is the potential moderating influence of two emotion regulation 
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(ER) techniques, cognitive reappraisal and suppression, since dealing with one’s 

emotions is important when making ethical decisions (Mumford et al., 2006, 2008; 

Kligyte, Connelly, Thiel, & Devenport, 2013). In addition, this study proposes that the 

effects of emotion and their regulation on EDM are due to their impact on the 

sensemaking processes that influence EDM.  

Ethical Decision Making  

Problematic situations with ethical implications are typically complex, ill-

defined, and conflict-ridden (Werhane, 2002), oftentimes with serious consequences for 

multiple stakeholders. As a result, ethical quandaries require sensemaking to help 

individuals navigate these complexities (Mumford et al., 2008; Sonenshein, 2007). 

Sensemaking is a multi-step process with three key pieces – scanning the environment 

for information, interpreting and organizing information, and applying the information 

to make a decision. Throughout these steps, both cognitive and behavioral actions may 

be taken to help understand and integrate key environmental and individual factors. The 

decision made at the end of this process is therefore a product of the decision-maker’s 

framing/understanding of the situation (e.g., causes and boundaries) and judgments 

regarding potential responses (Weick, 1995). By partaking in sensemaking processes, 

greater understanding of the situation is gained, and ethical decisions and actions are 

facilitated (Mumford et al., 2008; Sonenshein, 2007) 

 Sensemaking processes and behaviors can take a number of forms. Some are 

metacognitive strategies that involve reflection and assessment of how one reasons 

through a problem (Antes et al., 2007). As an example, understanding one’s judgmental 

biases or recognizing situational complexities (Mumford et al., 2008) help individuals 
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move from biased to more systematic processing. Sensemaking may also involve other 

cognitive processes designed to provide a framework for analyzing the situation and 

forecasting its potential consequences (Stenmark et al., 2010). Various social 

psychological behaviors also represent strategies for dealing with an ethical quandary 

and include both positive and negative behaviors, such as acting unselfishly or engaging 

in deception (Mumford et al., 2006).  

The literature is replete with examples in which these intermediary sensemaking 

processes impact EDM (Antes et al., 2007; Bagdasarov et al., 2015; Caughron et al., 

2011; Kligyte et al., 2013; Mumford et al., 2006; 2008; Stenmark et al., 2010, 2011; 

Thiel, Connelly, & Griffith, 2011). For example, Caughron and colleagues (2011) found 

that applying reasoning strategies increased overall use of sensemaking processes, 

resulting in higher ethicality of decisions. Similarly, Stenmark et al. (2010) found that 

increased causal analysis and forecasting boosted consequential EDM. Notably, recent 

research has established the importance of sensemaking as a mediating, explanatory 

factor for EDM when participants were asked to take on a role within an organization 

(Bagdasarov et al., 2015; Stenmark et al., 2011). Overall, then, research supports the 

notion that sensemaking strategies, processes, and behaviors are critical driving factors 

of EDM.  

Emotions and EDM 

 With sensemaking functioning as a critical driver of EDM, it is necessary to 

investigate variables that may change the use or application of these processes in an 

ethical event. Emotions offer an important situational and experiential factor to 

consider, as ethical dilemmas can be viewed as an affective event at work - events 
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which impact attitudes, judgment, and behavior (Gaudine & Thorne, 2001; Weiss & 

Cropanzano, 1996). This is especially true given the high-stakes nature of ethical events 

and their implications for personal and professional goals, which can induce appraisals 

of the event and evoke a number of emotional responses (Mumford et al., 2008). 

Researchers have long noted the inability for emotions to be separated from reason 

(e.g., Damasio, 1994), and this is reflected in the move away from early models of 

moral reasoning in which rational, logical thought was dominant (c.f. Kohlberg, 1984; 

Rest, 1986) to models implying that individuals are subject to quick, non-rational 

reactions that involve biases and emotions (Dedeke, 2013; Gaudine & Thorne, 2001; 

Haidt, 2001; Sonenshein, 2007). Therefore, emotions should not be ignored when 

engaging in EDM, potentially due to their impacts on cognitive processes and 

behavioral actions such as forecasting, self-reflection, and information gathering 

(Mumford et al., 2008; Thiel et al., 2012). 

 Growing empirical research sheds light on how emotions bear influence on 

judgment, reasoning, and decision making (Blanchette & Richards, 2010). Notably, 

research has demonstrated the ability of distinct emotions to differentially affect 

responses to tasks involving judgment and decision making (Lerner & Keltner, 2000; 

Nabi, 2002, 2003; Tiedens & Linton, 2001). Moreover, meta-analyses have shown 

discrete emotions’ consistency in impacting not only cognitive outcomes but behavioral 

ones as well (Angie et al., 2011; Lench et al., 2011). Researchers in the EDM area are 

taking notice of these results, calling for research regarding how specific emotions 

impact moral awareness, judgment, intentions, and actions (Treviño et al., 2014; 

Treviño, Weaver, & Reynolds, 2006; Zerbe, Härtel, & Ashkanasy, 2008) since “the 
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uniqueness of a moral/ethical dilemma and its associated emotions are, therefore, likely 

to draw the decision-maker in different directions” (Krishnakumar & Rymph, 2012, p. 

325). 

 Emotional appraisals. Much of the differences among discrete emotions is a 

function of the appraisals underlying the emotional experience. Cognitive Appraisal 

Theory holds that emotions are evoked due to primary and secondary evaluations of a 

situation (Frijda, 1986; Lazarus, 1991; Roseman, Spindel, & Jose, 1990; Scherer, 1988; 

Smith & Ellsworth, 1985; Smith & Pope, 1992). The primary appraisal of information 

with respect to goals and values leads to positive or negative emotional reactions, while 

the secondary appraisal determines the specific emotion evoked based on dimensions 

such as control, certainty, goal blockage, and self- or other-responsibility (Frijda, 

Kuipers, & ter Schure, 1989; Roseman et al., 1990; Smith & Ellsworth, 1985). 

Essentially, a specific, discrete emotion “activates a cognitive predisposition to appraise 

future events in line with the central-appraisal dimensions that triggered the emotion” 

(Lerner & Keltner, 2000, p. 477). Each emotion reflects a different constellation of 

appraisals, which impact cognition in disparate ways. 

 Limited research has been conducted to understand the effects of different 

appraisals and emotions on EDM. Although a great deal of research has focused on the 

different roles of shame and guilt in moral development (Eisenberg, 2000), only a 

handful of studies have investigated how these emotions impact EDM at work (e.g., 

Agnihotri, Rapp, Kothandaraman, & Singh, 2012; Cohen, 2010). Research on other 

emotions such as sadness, anger, and fear and their effect on workplace EDM (Thiel et 

al., 2011; Kligyte et al., 2013; Krishnakumar & Rymph, 2012) is also limited, with only 
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Kligyte and colleagues (2013) and Thiel et al. (2011) applying the sensemaking 

approach. Therefore, this study aims to extend this research by applying the 

sensemaking framework to compare the influence of anger and guilt, which, to our 

knowledge, have not been directly compared in the EDM literature. However, both are 

reported to occur at work, especially in response to unpleasant situations (Basch & 

Fischer, 2000; Boudens, 2005; Elfenbein, 2007), and are feasible reactions in ethical 

events due to the inherent nature of ethical issues (Gaudine & Thorne, 2001; Haidt, 

2001; Mickel & Ozcelik, 2008) 

Anger, Guilt, and EDM 

 Defining anger and guilt. Anger is a negative, high-arousal emotion (Russell, 

1980) associated with appraisals of certainty about what has happened and its causes 

(Smith & Ellsworth, 1985), goal blockage (Lazarus, 1991), being treated unfairly 

(Kuppens, Van Mechelen, Smits, & De Boeck, 2003), and insult or offense against 

oneself or a person one cares about (Lazarus, 1991). Guilt, on the other hand, is a 

negative, self-conscious moral emotion associated with feeling that one has behaved in 

a way that violates social or moral norms, wronging or harming another person 

(Lazarus, 1991; Tangney, 1995). Guilt is associated with a level of arousal in that an 

individual experiencing guilt still believes they are able to deal or cope with the 

situation (Lazarus, 1991; Tangney, 1991). 

 Although anger and guilt are similar on a number of basic appraisals, such as 

levels of unpleasantness, certainty, and the belief that the emotion-evoking event is 

caused by a person as opposed to the situation, they are wholly opposite in self- versus 

other-blame and responsibility (Neumann, 2000; Smith & Ellsworth, 1985). This is 
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related to the idea of moral emotions as a whole, as emotions such as guilt draw focus to 

how one’s behavior is related to the welfare of others while non-moral emotions like 

anger focus on perceived threats or opportunities primarily affecting the self (Haidt, 

2003).  

 Self- versus other-oriented appraisals and decision making. The sizeable 

differences in the impact that anger and guilt have on decision making and judgment 

(Angie et al., 2011) may well be a function of these self- versus other- appraisals, which 

can be extended to making decisions in an ethical event. In fact, factors that focus on 

self-perception and beliefs about others, such as individuals’ characteristics (Antes et 

al., 2007) and ethical organizational climates (Victor & Cullen, 1988), play a role in 

EDM and the use of strategies. For example, those high in Machiavellianism and 

narcissism, both of which are associated with concern for the self, tend to make more 

unethical decisions (Brown, Sautter, Littvay, & Bearnes, 2010; O’Fallon & Butterfield, 

2005; Kish-Gephart et al., 2010). On the contrary, empathetic individuals, who 

understand the needs of others, tend to be make more ethical decisions (Brown et al., 

2010; Eisenberg, 2000).  

 Similar findings have been uncovered for guilt and anger. Guilt-proneness has 

predicted the likelihood that individuals will engage in ethical behavior (Tangney, 

Stuewig, & Mashek, 2007) such that those higher in guilt-proneness were less likely to 

engage in counterproductive work behaviors (CWBs) (Cohen, Panter, & Turan, 2013) 

or approve of unethical bargaining tactics (Cohen, 2010). Salespeople high in guilt-

proneness have also had more positive ethical attitudes, resulting in more ethical 

behavior (Agnihotri et al., 2011). In addition, research has found that those who are 
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higher in trait guilt were also more likely to make more ethical choices (Connelly, 

Helton-Fauth, & Mumford, 2004) and fewer unethical business decisions (Cohen, Wolf, 

Panter, & Insko, 2011).  

 Generally, anger, whether situationally-induced or dispositional, tends to result 

in decisions lower in ethicality that involve aggression, punitive judgments of others, or 

taking action against the causal agent (Eisenberg, 2000; Lerner & Tiedens, 2006). For 

example, Umphress, Ren, Bingham, and Gogus (2009) found that perceived unfairness 

increased the likelihood of acting unethically. Those high in trait anger were also more 

likely to engage in CWBs, such as stealing at work (Penney & Spector, 2002; Spector, 

2011). Several researchers have also found anger and related appraisals of certainty to 

decrease decision ethicality (Thiel et al., 2011; Kligyte et al., 2013; Krishnakumar & 

Rymph, 2012). 

 Taken together, these results suggest that experiencing guilt will lead to greater 

EDM than experiencing anger. However, one of the shortfalls of the EDM literature is a 

focus on emotional proneness as opposed to actual emotional experience (Vitell et al., 

2013), and actual experience may result in even stronger effects. On a related note, 

studies have typically used incidental emotions (triggered by a different scenario) as 

opposed to integral emotions (triggered by the current scenario) (e.g., Thiel et al., 2011; 

Kligyte et al., 2013 – see Krishnakumar & Rymph, 2012, for an exception), and Vitell 

and colleagues’ (2013) review notes that task-related emotions are oftentimes more 

impactful on EDM than incidental emotions. Therefore, this study aims to address this 

gap by studying the potential for integral, state emotions in an organizational setting to 
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influence EDM, and we propose that previous research findings will be replicated 

within this design.   

Hypothesis 1: State guilt will lead to greater EDM than state anger stemming 

from an ethical problem. 

 Anger, Guilt, and Sensemaking 

 The impact of underlying appraisals such as the concern for self versus others 

seen with anger and guilt is likely to extend to the focus, use, and engagement in 

sensemaking strategies in an ethical quandary. These sensemaking processes and 

behaviors are of particular concern as they are established factors that drive differences 

in EDM (as discussed previously), and this study investigates how anger and guilt 

influence a number of sensemaking variables – thereby impacting downstream EDM.    

 Metacognitive strategies. Experiencing anger or guilt has a number of 

implications for sensemaking strategies that require individuals to reflect upon how they 

think through a problem. In general, anger and its related appraisals prompt biased and 

heuristic processing (Angie et al., 2011; Tiedens & Linton, 2001). By reducing the level 

of systematic processing, angry decision makers tend to consider the issue at hand in 

less depth (Lerner & Tiedens, 2006), leading to riskier, more impulsive decisions 

(Lerner & Keltner, 2000, 2001). Experiencing guilt typically has the opposite effect. 

Guilt causes individuals to think critically about their behavior (Tangney, 1995) and 

how it is related to the current event, especially the people within it. In fact, the social, 

between-person nature of guilt (Baumeister, Stillwell, & Heatherton, 1994) means that 

guilt triggers a perception that one fell short of the expectations of others in a 
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relationship (Sommer & Baumeister, 1997), causing a systematic processing of how and 

why one’s behavior transgressed moral imperatives.  

 In general, then, the level and type of processing induced by anger and guilt 

influence two metacognitive aspects important for EDM: evaluation from others’ 

perspectives or expectations and concern about others due to one’s actions. When 

experiencing guilt in an ethical event, individuals are likely to become more attuned to 

their role in the social and organizational sphere (Tangney, 1991), partially by assessing 

themselves from the perspectives of others (Leary, 2007) and empathizing and 

understanding how others may be feeling or thinking (Cohen et al., 2011; Tangney & 

Dearing, 2002). Therefore, guilt-ridden individuals are able to expand their 

understanding and recognition of the circumstances (e.g., relationships, conflicts, job 

role/responsibilities, social climate and expectations) beyond only their perspective or 

viewpoint. Research has shown that angry individuals are not as capable at 

accomplishing this (Thiel et al., 2011; Kligyte et al., 2013). Accordingly, guilt is more 

likely to prompt evaluation of the judgment and personal motivations that lead to the 

guilt-inducing behavior (Tangney, 1995) while the certainty of other-blame that leads to 

anger evocation can prevent individuals from questioning their own judgment (Thiel et 

al., 2011). Moreover, the cognitions involved with guilt draws focus on generating a 

range of consequences of one’s behavior for others (Tangney, 1991). By giving 

enhanced attention to the interwoven social relationships within the ethical event, 

individuals experiencing guilt will likely consider the implications of these 

consequences for themselves as well. In contrast, the focus on threat and harm 

associated with anger (Lazarus, 1991) will prompt angry individuals to solely focus on 



11 

the consequences for themselves, particularly negative ones, resulting in consideration 

of fewer consequences in less detail (Thiel et al., 2011). Certainty appraisals and low 

evaluations of risk (Lerner & Tiedens, 2006) may also prevent individuals experiencing 

anger, as opposed to guilt, from recognizing the need to get help from others to solve 

the problem, especially since those experiencing guilt are motivated to fix the situation 

(Tangney, 1991). Since all of these strategies are linked with EDM, we propose: 

Hypothesis 2: a) State guilt will lead to greater use of metacognitive strategies 

than state anger stemming from an ethical problem, and b) these metacognitive 

strategies will mediate the relationship between anger, guilt, and EDM.    

Cognitive processes. Related to the evaluative nature of guilt and the heuristic 

processing style of anger, it is of interest to understand how these emotions affect how 

individuals diagnose and frame the ethical problem – a critical precursor to downstream 

processes such as forecasting, which involves making predictions about potential future 

outcomes based on current observations.  

The effects of anger on these processes largely stem from its ability to strongly 

confine the scope of focus and lead individuals to pursue a specific cognitive or 

behavioral route for a significant amount of time (Lazarus, 1999). Individuals tend to 

retroactively seek evidence that confirms their initial, visceral reactions (Sonenshein, 

2007), which has the potential to attract their attention one way or another (Blanchette 

& Richards, 2010) and have sizeable impacts on information gathering and 

interpretation (MacDougall, Bagdasarov, Johnson, & Mumford, 2015). For anger, an 

individual’s attention is typically drawn to more superficial cues (Tiedens & Linton, 

2001) while somewhat overlooking cues more critical to the situation (Bodenhausen, 
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Sheppard, & Kramer, 1994). The initial cues on which people focus when angry are 

significant drivers of how they frame the situation in terms of problem definition, 

interpretation of causes, and preferred actions (Nabi, 2003), implicating the unfolding 

issues that anger may cause from start to finish. 

Less is known about guilt’s effect on affective framing and forecasting. Drawing 

on the evaluation that is characteristic of guilt, guilty individuals may initially focus on 

information confirming that they are indeed the cause of the negative ethical event, but 

greater information gathering and self-reflection may be induced to best understand 

how to take effective reparative action, which is an overwhelming goal when feeling 

guilty (Tangney, 1991).  

When considered in conjunction, the literature suggests that the relative 

narrowing of anger compared to guilt can have significant impacts on problem 

recognition, causal analysis, boundary analysis, and forecasting. Angry individuals have 

been found to perceive and apply fewer diagnostic cues (Lerner, Goldberg, & Tetlock, 

1998) due to an increased sensitivity and focus on information relevant to the goals and 

experience of anger (DeSteno, Petty, Rucker, Wegener, & Braverman, 2004; Nabi, 

2003). Confidence in what happened and certainty of its cause may also result in angry 

individuals favoring initial attributions regarding the cause (Lerner & Tiedens, 2006), 

stunting analysis of causality. Perceived responsibility and anticipatory guilt, however, 

has led to continued diagnostic processes and information gathering even when initial 

results are unfavorable (Mancini & Gangemi, 2006), potentially enhancing the 

recognition of the ethical issues at hand and the causes behind them. In addition, the 

decreased cognitive exploration of the ethical event associated with anger has also been 
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linked to identifying fewer situational constraints that could impede decision or action 

(Thiel et al., 2012). Anger has also been shown to reduce the quality and originality of 

planning processes (Thiel et al., 2012), which encompasses processes such as 

forecasting both long- and short-term outcomes based on current understanding 

(Mumford, Mecca, & Watts, in press). The self-reflection consistent with guilt can have 

a more positive effect on forecasting and the analysis of the plan’s impact for oneself 

and others (Mumford et al., 2008).  

Essentially, the narrowing nature of anger, compared to guilt, may hinder 

cognitive EDM processes and decision making since there is usually more than one 

correct course of action in ethical situations. This leads to our third hypothesis:  

Hypothesis 3: a) State guilt will lead to greater use of cognitive sensemaking 

processes than state anger stemming from an ethical problem, and b) these 

cognitive processes will mediate the relationship between anger, guilt, and 

EDM.    

Social psychological behaviors. In addition to cognitive processes, emotions 

trigger “action tendencies” that enable the individual to navigate the opportunities or 

problems they encounter (Frijda, 1986). The social environment in which organizational 

ethical events occur underscores the need to consider behavior with social 

psychological bases, such as retaliation, deception, avoiding responsibility, and 

selfishness. As a whole, the benefits of understanding how anger and guilt and their 

differential self- versus other-focus impacts such behaviors is derived from the 

behaviors’ explicable negative effects on EDM (Mumford et al., 2006).  
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In general, guilt is associated with an increase in socially proactive, constructive 

behaviors and a decrease in defensive ones (Tangney, 1991; Tangney et al., 2007) to 

help the individual mitigate the feelings of guilt (Ketelaar & Au, 2003; Westen, 1994). 

To deal with the experience of anger, angry individuals have a tendency to change the 

situation by acting against another person or obstacle (Frijda et al., 1989; Lerner et al., 

2015), resulting in hostility and other antisocial behaviors (Fitness, 2000). For example, 

those who are experiencing anger tend toward self-serving retaliatory behaviors such as 

a desire for and movement towards retributive punishment and penalties (Fitness, 2000; 

Gibson & Callister, 2010; Lerner et al., 1998; Lerner & Tiedens, 2006; Nabi, 2003), 

including during EDM (Kligyte et al., 2013). On the contrary, guilt is linked to 

inhibition in interpersonal aggression (Tangney, 1991). Research has also shown that 

guilty individuals were more likely to trust others than individuals experiencing anger 

(Dunn & Schweitzer, 2005), which may help explain why individuals feeling guilt were 

less likely to engage in deceptive behaviors such as lying (Cohen, 2010; Cohen et al., 

2011). On a related note, guilt evocation prompts actions including confessing to the 

undesirable behavior, apologizing, and taking responsibility for the aversive behavior 

(Baumeister et al., 1994; Tangney, 1995; Tangney et al., 2007), while anger has been 

found to involve avoidance of responsibility due to the externalization of blame 

(Neumann, 2000). Therefore, we propose our fourth hypothesis. 

Hypothesis 4: a) State guilt will lead to decreased use of negative social 

psychological behaviors than state anger stemming from an ethical problem, 

and b) these social psychological behaviors will mediate the relationship 

between anger, guilt, and EDM.    
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Moderating Effects of Emotion Regulation 

As shown, emotions are an inherent part of the cognitive complexities involved 

in EDM. Therefore, emotional recognition, understanding, and regulation is an 

important part of handling ethical events (MacDougall et al., 2015; Mumford et al., 

2006, 2008). As an example, ER is proposed to mitigate the effects that emotions have 

on moral judgment and reflection (Dedeke, 2013). Empirical work has also shown ER 

to be linked to how individuals frame a situation and forecast its outcomes (Miu & 

Crişan, 2011; Thiel et al., 2012). Individual differences in emotional intelligence, which 

has an emotion management component, have also been found to influence how well 

individuals handle emotions when making decisions and taking action in an ethical 

event (Deshpande & Joseph, 2009; Krishnakumar & Rymph, 2012).  

Cognitive reappraisal and suppression. ER consists of a number of different 

techniques or “processes by which individuals influence which emotions they have, 

when they have them, and how they experience and express these emotions” (Gross, 

1998b, p. 275). Two commonly compared strategies for ER are cognitive reappraisal 

and suppression (e.g., Grandey, 2000; Gross & John, 2003; John & Gross, 2007). 

Cognitive reappraisal involves changing the situational meaning and therefore the 

impact of the internal emotional experience (Gross & Thompson, 2007). This 

oftentimes involves thinking through the emotion-evoking event in order to alter one’s 

interpretation of or ability to manage the situation (Gross & John, 2003; Webb, Miles, 

& Sheeran, 2012). Suppression functions differently in that it focuses on the inhibition 

of physiological, cognitive, or behavioral responses to an emotion-eliciting event (Gross 

& Thompson, 2007). To effectively suppress emotions, individuals may attempt to hide 
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their emotions by not expressing them physically or may attempt to block the emotions 

by not allowing themselves to experience them (Webb et al., 2012). 

Individuals at work engage oftentimes engage in reappraisal and suppression 

(e.g., deep or surface acting), resulting in differential experiences and responses to 

situations (Grandey, 2000; Hochschild, 1979). These differences may be partially 

explained by consistent findings that cognitive reappraisal is more effective and 

cognitively efficient than suppression (Richards & Gross, 2000; Gross & John, 2003; 

Liu, Prati, Perrewé, & Brymer, 2010). In effect, cognitive reappraisal successfully 

changes both the emotional experience and expression while suppression only changes 

the expression (Gross, 2002; Koole, 2009). The incongruence between how one feels 

and how one behaves depletes cognitive and physiological resources (Grandey, 2000, 

2003; Gross & John, 2003), impairing memory for the emotion-triggering event and 

potentially intensifying the original emotion experienced (Lerner et al., 2015). 

Suppression has also been shown to have a negative impact on social interactions 

compared to reappraisal (Butler et al., 2003; Gross, 2002).  

Reappraisal, suppression, and EDM. The cognitive impacts of cognitive 

reappraisal and suppression might be particularly influential in EDM situations, which 

evoke a cognitive load due to their complexity (Martin, Bagdasarov, & Connelly, 2015). 

Therefore, the effects of the cognitive (in)efficiencies of reappraisal and suppression 

may be amplified.  

Of particular interest is how these two ER strategies interact with the cognitive 

processes and consequential behavior involved with experiencing anger and guilt. The 

growing knowledge that negative emotions may not always have negative consequences 
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(Forgas, 2013) is relevant here, as the negative emotion of guilt is proposed to have a 

more positive impact than anger on EDM. Perhaps, then, regulating guilt away is not 

desirable while finding a useful method for regulating anger in an ethical quandary is. 

An alternative is that cognitive reappraisal may boost the evaluative nature of guilt 

while suppression is still harmful for guilt. Gross (2002) underscores the need to 

understand the situational impact on the use of suppression and reappraisal, and the 

unique complexity of EDM and the ability for ethical events to trigger intense 

experiences of anger and guilt warrants such an investigation. 

Currently, there is an extreme paucity on the impact of these regulation 

strategies on judgment and decision making (Lerner et al., 2015), especially with regard 

to discrete emotions (see Kligyte et al., 2013 as an exception). Much of what has been 

found in the workplace to-date regarding these regulation strategies has focused on 

individual differences using suppression and reappraisal (Liu et al., 2010) or measuring 

the actual use of these and other ER strategies (Diefendorff, Richard, & Yang, 2008; 

Totterdell & Holman, 2003; Grandey, Dickter, & Sin, 2004). Studies that have 

implemented manipulations involving training in the use of ER strategies typically 

provide participants with a general training before the emotional stimulus (e.g., Gross, 

1998a; Gross & Levenson, 1993; Quartana & Burns, 2007; Shiota & Levenson, 2009), 

but recent work underscores the commonality of post-evocation regulation, as not all 

emotion-inducing events can be predicted (Cristea, Tatar, Nagy, & David, 2012; Rivers, 

Brackett, Katulak, & Salovey, 2007; Sheppes & Meiran, 2007). Therefore, giving 

instructions to regulate after an emotional experience mimics real-life more closely in 

situations such as those with conflict (Griffith, Connelly, & Thiel, 2014) and ethical 
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implications. This study aims to help address these research gaps by investigating the 

potential moderating impact of cognitive reappraisal and suppression after the emotion 

of anger or guilt is evoked in a situation with ethical implications.  

Anger, guilt, and cognitive reappraisal. Although the literature is limited, 

inducing cognitive reappraisal might have a number of outcomes. For anger, it is likely 

that reappraisal will benefit the sensemaking undergone by angry individuals by 

broadening their perspective and understanding of the situation, its causes, and its 

consequences (Schwarz, 1990; Schwarz & Clore, 1983). Cognitive interventions or 

trainings are oftentimes used to reduce biases, increase empathetic concern, and re-

evaluate anger-evoking events in a more objective manner (Lochman & Wells, 2004; 

López-Pérez & Ambrona, 2015; Richards & Gross, 2000). Research in EDM supports 

this, as cognitive reappraisal has been found to dampen the negative effects of anger on 

forecasting activities, metacognitive strategies, social psychological behaviors, and 

overall EDM (Kligyte et al., 2013; Thiel et al., 2012).  

Far less is known about the influence of cognitive reappraisal on guilt. Several 

possible outcomes are feasible. Cognitive reappraisal may have no effect, as guilt 

already facilitates in-depth cognitive processing. Alternatively, cognitive reappraisal 

may help individuals come to terms with their guilt and see some potential positive 

outcomes and routes to achieve these outcomes. Guilty individuals are already 

motivated to fix the problem (Tangney, 1991), and reappraisal might enable them to 

align their motivations and behavior more effectively. On the contrary, cognitive 

reappraisal may be used to justify behavior that is harmful to the self or others (Ortner, 



19 

Zelazo, & Anderson, 2013) or change accurate construals of the situation (Gross, 2002) 

that would be initially beneficial to EDM.  

 Anger, guilt, and suppression. Even less is known about these discrete emotions 

and the impact of suppression. Although suppression is an operationally effective ER 

strategy, it is oftentimes not as effective as reappraisal in decreasing negative emotions 

(Liu et al., 2010; Gross & John, 2003; Szasz, Szentagotai, & Hofmann, 2011), therefore 

maintaining more of the effects of the emotions compared to reappraisal (Ortner et al., 

2013). This suggests that suppression might not be a successful moderator for either 

guilt or anger.  

 However, asking individuals to ignore their feelings might be particularly 

harmful in an ethical quandary, as suppression has led to less cognitive persistence on a 

task than reappraisal (Szasz et al., 2011). Angry individuals are already less likely to 

spend time evaluating the situation, and magnifying that impact might be even more 

detrimental. Negatively impacting the evaluative nature of guilt may result in similar 

detriments, if not more serious ones. Additional research has found that sensemaking 

processes can be enhanced by vicariously experiencing emotions in an ethics case 

(Thiel et al., 2013), suggesting that experiencing some emotion may be better than none 

as it provides information for thinking through the problem. Ignoring this emotion 

through suppression may be harmful, especially when experiencing the emotion first-

hand such as in this study. On the contrary, the negative effects of anger on 

sensemaking may lead to positive effects when suppressing this anger, in that any type 

of anger regulation may be helpful for EDM.  
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Due to the uncertainties of what ER might look like for anger and guilt in an 

ethical quandary, we ask:  

Research Question 1: How will reappraisal and suppression moderate the 

effects of anger and guilt on sensemaking strategies and EDM? 

Method 

Participants 

Participants were 247 psychology undergraduate students at a large south central 

university in the United States who volunteered to complete the study for course credit. 

All participants completed the study using an online data collection system in a 

proctored setting. The participants’ mean age was 19.39 (SD = 1.97) and 166 (67.2%) of 

the participants were female. On the average, the participants had 3.14 years of work 

experience.  

Design 

A 3 (emotion evocation of anger, guilt, or neutral) x 3 (ER technique of 

cognitive reappraisal, suppression, or none) between-subjects design was employed to 

investigate the proposed hypotheses. The manipulations were not fully crossed, 

however, as those in the neutral emotion evocation condition always received the no 

emotion regulation manipulation. These participants served as a more neutral 

comparison group, resulting in seven total conditions to which participants were 

randomly assigned.   

Procedure 

After the informed consent process, participants first completed a series of 

covariate measures. Following these measures, participants were informed that they 
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would be taking on the role of a marketing research analyst in the next portion of the 

study. Participants were then provided with information regarding their role, including 

the organization’s background, their job within the organization, and a description of 

their relationship with a coworker and manager (See Appendix A). Next, participants 

were presented with a situation occurring within the organization, including an email 

from their coworker, that had complex ethical implications (Appendix B). Immediately 

following, participants were asked to write about their reactions, such as how the 

situation made them feel, and what they would write in an email back to their coworker. 

After completing a number of manipulation checks specific to the emotion evocation 

(e.g., the levels of guilt and anger induced), participants in the ER conditions were 

asked to engage in either cognitive reappraisal or suppression techniques. Consequential 

levels of guilt and anger were then assessed. Next, participants were asked to answer 

seven follow-up questions designed to reflect the sensemaking processes and behaviors 

discussed by Mumford and colleagues (2006, 2008), seen in Appendix C. The last 

portion of the study included a manipulation check for ER usage and measures to gather 

information regarding participant effort and engagement, intelligence, and 

demographics. A mood enhancement exercise was also provided to the participants in 

the anger or guilt emotion evocation conditions. All participants were debriefed at the 

conclusion of the study session.   

Manipulations 

Emotion evocation. Since one goal of this study was to investigate the role of 

emotions integral to an EDM scenario, the emotion evocation manipulation (anger, 

guilt, or none) was embedded in the case in which we asked participants to play a role. 
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This scenario was modified from a case used in past studies on EDM (e.g., Bagdasarov 

et al., 2015) and included four components of ethical complexity: data management, 

study conduct, professional practices, and business practices (Helton-Fauth et al., 2003). 

Within the case, the participant functions as a member of a market research group at an 

organization named InnoMark Inc., and a mistake is caught regarding research done for 

a pharmaceutical drug ad campaign. After the mistake is caught, the participant receives 

a simulated email from a coworker with a reminder to complete the report for the 

project.  

With all other content being held constant, the source and potential outcomes of 

the mistake were manipulated to reflect the underlying appraisal patterns of guilt and 

anger. Since the first step (i.e., the primary appraisal) for garnering negative emotions is 

personal goal incongruence (Lazarus, 1991), for the anger and guilt conditions, the 

email from their coworker emphasized the large-stakes nature and potential 

consequences of not completing the project report such as someone losing their job. The 

comparison group read a general email about the need to complete the project report by 

the deadline. 

To specifically generate anger or guilt, the secondary appraisal of self- or other-

blame and responsibility (Lazarus, 1991; Smith & Ellsworth, 1985) was manipulated. In 

the anger conditions, it was made clear that the mistake was made by the coworker and 

that this mistake could result in the participant losing their job. The opposite situation 

was given to those in the guilt conditions, in that the mistake was the participants’ fault 

and they could be the cause of their coworker losing his job. As a result, the secondary 

appraisal of controllability (Smith & Ellsworth, 1985) was held constant in that the 
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mistake was committed by a person. These secondary appraisals were also emphasized 

in a statement following the scenario that underscored the mistake and its consequences. 

In the comparison condition, there was no specific source mentioned as the scenario 

simply referenced the work group, creating a vague source of error and controllability 

(manipulations delineated in Appendix B). 

Emotion regulation. After guilt or anger was evoked, participants engaged in 

either cognitive reappraisal, suppression, or no ER. The cognitive reappraisal condition 

had the participants work through a series of five questions (see Appendix D) that asked 

them to describe potential positive outcomes (e.g., lessons learned) and how they might 

lessen the negative aspects of the situation (Garnefski & Kraaij, 2007; Grisham, Flower, 

Williams, & Moulds, 2011; Rood, Roelofs, Bögels, & Arntz, 2012; Rusting & DeHart, 

2000; Schmidt, Tinti, Levine, & Testa, 2010; Shiota & Levenson, 2009). As shown in 

Appendix E, the suppression manipulation asked participants to suppress both 

emotional experience and expression with the goal of remaining emotionally neutral 

inside and out for the rest of the study (Gross, 1998a; Quartana & Burns, 2007; Webb et 

al., 2012). Participants were provided with some strategies for achieving this and asked 

to practice before moving on.   

Outcome Variables 

All open-ended responses to the InnoMark Inc. ethical case were coded for 

EDM and the sensemaking variables by three expert PhD-level students blind to the 

study’s conditions. Thorough frame-of-reference training (Bernardin & Buckley, 1981) 

was conducted with the coders in which they received and applied operational 

definitions (See Table 1) and benchmark rating scales of all variables. After two 
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practice rounds and meetings, consensus was reached and the raters were given all 

participant responses to code.  

 Since the seven questions participants answered were designed to differentially 

prompt responses regarding use of the various sensemaking processes and strategies, 

different questions were rated for different outcome variables. The metacognitive 

strategies and social psychological behaviors were all rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 

= Very low, 5 = Very high) based on the participant’s decision made, their rationale 

behind the decision, and factors the participants mentioned as important to consider in 

solving the problem. The cognitive processes were coded via various questions and 

scales noted in the variable descriptions below.  

 Metacognitive strategies. 

 Recognition of circumstances. Recognition of circumstances was defined as the 

extent to which participants appeared to understand the ethical problem and how it was 

related to their role, goals, and values, along with connections among the people around 

them and their goals and values. Interrater agreement (r*wg) was .63. 

 Questioning one’s judgment. To assess the level to which participants 

questioned their judgment, the coders rated how much the response acknowledged 

potential reasoning errors by engaging in practices such as taking time to think before 

acting (r*wg = .84).  

 Consideration of others. Participants’ responses were rated for the extent to 

which they considered others’ perspectives and how their actions could impact others, 

both socially and professionally. The variable’s interrater agreement (r*wg) was .64.   
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Analyzing personal motivations. Looking within was defined as the amount to 

which participants reflected on how their personal goals, motives, or biases could 

influence their choices (r*wg = .74). 

Anticipating consequences. For this variable (r*wg = .66), raters assessed how 

much the participants thought about the positive and negative outcomes of their actions 

for themselves and others (e.g., peers, organization, and society) in terms of both long- 

and short-term time ranges. 

Asking for help. Asking for help was defined as the extent to which participants 

discussed requesting or researching outside information by consulting guidelines, rules, 

similar cases, or talking to people such as advisors, peers, or colleagues (r*wg = .75).  

Social psychological behaviors. 

Retaliation. Retaliatory behaviors were assessed by rating the extent to which 

participant decisions reflected aggression, vengeance, or spite. Interrater agreement 

(r*wg) was .95. 

Deception. Participant deception was defined as the degree to which their 

response was misleading or involved lying to themselves or others (r*wg = .87). 

Avoidance of responsibility. Avoiding responsibility (r*wg = .83) was rated based 

on the extent to which participants appeared to diffuse, avoid, or deflect responsibility 

for their actions. 

Selfishness. To rate participant selfishness (r*wg = .84), raters assessed the degree 

to which their decision and behaviors was oriented toward personal gain or 

aggrandizement, including saving face or avoiding costs.  

 Cognitive processes.  
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Problem recognition. Participants were asked “What is the problem in this 

situation?” Their responses were rated on a 5-point Likert scale for the extent to which 

they identified the various elements of the ethical dilemma (1 = Fails to identify any 

part of the case problem, 5 = Identifies most/all of the case problem). The variable’s 

r*wg was .82. 

Causes. Participants’ responses to a question regarding the causes of the 

problem were rated for both the number of causes they identified (as a basic frequency 

count) and the extent to which the causes they identified were critical in terms of 

importance or relevancy to the ethical dilemma. The criticality variable was rated on a 

5-point Likert scale with responses ranging from 1 (None to very little criticality in 

causes identified) to 5 (Extensive criticality in causes identified), r*wg = .81.  

Constraints. Constraints were defined as obstacles or other factors that would 

interfere with the ability to make an ethical decision. Participants’ responses to a 

question about what the key factors and challenges were for the problem were coded for 

the number of constraints listed (numeral count) and the criticality of the constraints 

identified on a 1-5 Likert scale (1 = None to very little criticality in constraints 

identified, 5 = Extensive criticality in constraints identified) (r*wg  = .78).  

Forecasting. Forecasting timeframe and quality were measured by rating the 

participants’ descriptions of possible outcomes of the situation. Both were coded on a 5-

point Likert scale, with high scores reflecting a more long-term timeframe considered (1 

= Highly short-term, 5 = Highly long-term) and a higher-quality forecast in terms of 

detail, relevance, and realism (1 = Poor quality, 5 = Very good quality). Interrater 

agreements (r*wg) were .74 and .82, respectively. 
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Ethical decision making. Participants were asked to describe the decision they 

would make to solve the InnoMark Inc. problem and to explain the rationale behind 

their decision. Overall EDM was rated based on the amount to which the participant’s 

response reflected 1) regard for the welfare of others, 2) attention given to personal 

responsibilities, and 3) adherence to/awareness of social obligations (Bagdasarov et al., 

2015; Stenmark et al., 2011).  

Regard for the welfare of others was defined as the extent to which the 

participant’s decision indicated intentionally working to benefit others, even at possible 

personal expense. Attendance to personal responsibilities was identified by the extent to 

which the participant’s response reflected being accountable for their actions and 

proactive in avoiding bias. Adherence to and awareness of social obligations was 

defined as the extent to which the participant appeared to consider social guidelines, 

norms, and values for both their role and the roles of others around them. The raters 

considered all three of these subdimensions when coding responses for overall ethicality 

on a 5-point Likert scale, with 1 reflecting very low ethicality and 5 reflecting very high 

ethicality. Interrater agreement (r*wg) was .78. 

Covariate Measures 

   Personality. Since personality has been linked to the use of sensemaking 

strategies and EDM (Antes et al., 2007; Spector, 2011), personality variables were 

measured using the Big Five Inventory (BFI; John & Srivastava, 1999), which asked 

participants to indicate their level of agreement with 44 statements on a 1-5 Likert scale 

(1 = Disagree strongly, 5 = Agree strongly). Cronbach’s α was .78 for agreeableness, 
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.77 for conscientiousness, .78 for openness, .82 for neuroticism, and .88 for 

extraversion.  

  Emotional propensities. Some individuals tend to experience guilt and anger 

more often than others in response to the same situations. Therefore, we measured the 

likelihood of experiencing guilt or shame with the 16-item Test of Self-Conscious 

Affect – Version 3 (TOSCA-3; Tangney, Dearing, Wagner, & Gramzow, 2000), where 

participants rated reactions to scenarios on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Not likely, 5 = 

Very likely). A similarly structured measure was used to measure anger-proneness 

(Anger Response Inventory; Tangney, Wagner, Marschall, & Gramzow, 1999). 

Cronbach’s α for guilt-, shame- and anger-proneness was .73, .75, and .88, respectively.  

 ER propensities. Participants are likely to engage in natural suppression or 

reappraisal. To control for these individual differences, the Emotion Regulation 

Questionnaire (ERQ; Gross & John, 2003) was administered such that participants 

answered 10 questions about their use of ER on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 

(Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree) (cognitive reappraisal α = .80, suppression α = 

.76.   

 Trusting nature. The likelihood of participants to trust others was measured 

using the Philosophies of Human Nature measure (Wrightsman, 1974) which includes 

10 items rated on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 5 = Strongly agree) (α = 

.72). This measure was included since past research has shown a relationship between 

lack of trust and the engagement in self-protective behaviors relevant to EDM 

(Mumford et al., 2006).  
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 Verbal reasoning. The Employee Aptitude Survey (EAS; Ruch & Ruch, 1983) 

was used to assess participants’ general intelligence, since intelligence has been related 

to problem solving such as the use of cognitive sensemaking processes (Stenmark et al., 

2010). The 5-minute timed measure had participants indicate if conclusions provided to 

a series of statements were true, false, or not determinable.   

Demographics. Age, gender, and marketing experience were all measured due 

to their relationship with sensemaking processes (Thiel et al., 2011) and their potential 

impact on the ability to effectively respond to the ethical case.  

Results 

 Descriptive statistics and variable intercorrelations can be seen in Tables 2-7. 

All sensemaking strategies correlated with EDM as expected. Covariates for each 

analysis were determined by inspection of the correlation table and analytical 

significance (p < .05). ANCOVAs were conducted to test all direct effects. All indirect 

mediational effects were tested using a MEDIATE SPSS macro from Hayes and 

Preacher (2014) employing 20000 bootstrapped resamples (see Figure 1 for an 

example). Since multiple mediator models are increasingly preferred due to a more 

accurate assessment compared to single mediator models (MacKinnon, Fairchild, & 

Fritz, 2007), unique models were conducted for each sensemaking category, resulting in 

three multiple mediator models. Each model included a multicategorical independent 

variable, with first the comparison then the anger condition set as the reference group. 

Significant mediational effects were signified when the indirect effect’s 95 percent 

confidence interval (CI.95) did not include zero (see Tables 8-9).  
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Manipulation Checks 

 Emotion evocation. All emotion evocation manipulation checks were 

successful and tested using a series of one-way ANOVAs.  

Prior to ER, participants’ self-reported levels of anger and guilt were assessed 

using a 1-5 Likert scale of current experience (1 = Very slightly/Not at all to 5 = 

Extremely). Anger was measured using the adjectives angry, irritated, irate, and mad 

(Nabi, 2003), α = .88, while guilt was measured using the adjectives guilty, regret, 

remorse, self-conscious, and humiliated (Harder & Zalma, 1990), α = .84. Those in the 

anger condition experienced higher levels of anger (M = 3.85, SD = .98) than those in 

the guilt conditions (M = 2.85, SD = 1.03), Bonferroni p ≤ .001, and those in the 

comparison conditions (M = 3.02, SD = 1.11), Bonferroni p ≤ .001, F(2, 244) = 23.93, p 

≤ .001. These self-report manipulation checks were confirmed with ratings of 

participant anger (r*wg = .87) and guilt (r*wg = .86) in their reactions to the ethical case 

by the same three coders as the EDM variables. Open-ended responses for those in the 

anger conditions reflected higher amounts of anger (M = 2.92, SD = 1.11) compared to 

the guilt (M = 1.27, SD = .62) or comparison conditions (M = 1.28, SD = .57), F(2, 244) 

= 114.62, p ≤ .001. For both measures of anger, the neutral and guilt conditions were 

not significantly different.  

Since the underlying appraisals of the emotions are also of interest, self- versus 

other-control and responsibility was assessed using 5-point Likert scales (1 = Not at all 

to 5 = To a great extent) in response to seven items modified from Roseman (1996) 

(self-responsibility α = .85, other-responsibility α = .88). Participants who had anger 

evoked perceived others (namely, the coworker) as more responsible (M = 4.06, SD = 
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.81) than participants who had guilt (M = 2.20, SD = .79), Bonferroni p ≤ .001, or no 

specific emotion evoked (M = 2.86, SD = .77), p ≤ .001, F(2, 244) = 128.23, p ≤ .001. 

The comparison conditions also perceived significantly more other-blame than the guilt 

conditions (p ≤ .001).  

 Similar confirmatory results were found for guilt. Participants in the guilt 

conditions experienced significantly higher levels of guilt (M = 3.77, SD = .85) than 

participants in the anger conditions (M = 2.43, SD = .97) and comparison conditions (M 

= 2.70, SD = 1.08), F(2, 244) = 47.87, p ≤ .001. The open-ended guilt conditions’ 

responses (M = 2.57, SD = 1.13) were also significantly higher than the anger 

conditions (M = 1.05, SD = .17) and comparison conditions (M = 1.14, SD = .34) in the 

level of guilt expressed, F(2, 244) = 125.51, p ≤ .001. Those who were in the guilt 

conditions also perceived themselves as being more responsible for the situation (M = 

4.12, SD = .68) than those in the anger (M = 2.29, SD = .72) or neutral comparison 

conditions (M = 2.91, SD = .78), F(2, 244) = 148.75, p ≤ .001. For the guilt 

manipulation checks, all Bonferroni post hoc analyses comparing guilt to the other 

conditions were significant at p ≤ .001 while the neutral and anger conditions were not 

significantly different. The self-responsibility appraisals were also significantly higher 

for the neutral than the anger conditions, Bonferroni p ≤ .001.  

 Emotion regulation. The manipulation checks for the ER strategies, which also 

included both self-report and coded measures, were wholly successful.  

 Participants’ use of suppression was first reflected in their response to two 

questions in the manipulation prompt asking them to apply the suppression strategy. 

Their responses were coded by the same three PhD-level coders for the level of 
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suppression strategies used (r*wg = .68) and cognitive reappraisal strategies used (r*wg = 

.85). A paired-samples t-test showed that participants who were given the suppression 

strategy appeared to apply more suppression (M = 3.86, SD = .78) than cognitive 

reappraisal (M = 1.27, SD = .56), t(56) = 17.28, p ≤ .001. These participants also used 

suppression strategies more in response to their prompt (M = 3.86, SD = .78) than the 

cognitive reappraisal conditions to their prompt (M = 1.22, SD = .35) (r*wg = .86), t(117) 

= 24.08, p ≤ .001. Towards the end of the study, all participants were also asked to 

discuss what strategies they used to deal with their emotions throughout the study and 

completed a 15-item, 5-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 5 = Strongly agree) 

self-report measure of ER (suppression α = .76, reappraisal α = .80). When the 

responses were rated for level of suppression (r*wg = .72) and reappraisal (r*wg = .71), 

participants who were provided with the suppression strategy reported using more 

suppression techniques (M = 3.25, SD = 1.03) than reappraisal techniques (M = 1.75, 

SD = .93), t(117) = 8.34, p ≤ .001. Similar findings resulted from the self-report 

measure, t(117) = 6.55, p ≤ .001, with the suppression conditions higher in the use of 

suppression techniques (M = 3.75, SD = .63) than those in the cognitive reappraisal 

conditions (M = 2.91, SD = .74). 

 In the cognitive reappraisal conditions, participants were asked questions to 

prompt cognitive reappraisal, and their responses were coded on the same scales of 

suppression (r*wg = .86) and reappraisal (r*wg = .66) as the suppression conditions. The 

manipulation was successful as participants in these conditions cognitively reappraised 

more (M = 3.41, SD = .72) than suppressed (M = 1.22, SD = .35), t(61) = 22.24, p ≤ 

.001. Participants in these conditions also cognitively reappraised more (M = 3.41, SD = 
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.72) than the participants in the suppression conditions (M = 1.27, SD = .56), t(117) = 

18.04, p ≤ .001, when responding to their prompts. The open-ended responses at the end 

of the study regarding participant ER use also demonstrated higher levels of cognitive 

reappraisal in the reappraisal conditions (M = 2.84, SD = 1.03) than the suppression 

conditions (M = 1.57, SD = .88), t(117) = 7.21, p ≤ .001. The cognitive reappraisal 

scores were not significantly different on the self-report measure across ER conditions, 

however, t(117) = .02, p = .98. 

 The manipulations were also successful in that they decreased the negative 

emotions of anger (α = .91) and guilt (α = .93) reported to be felt by the participants in 

the anger and guilt evocation conditions, respectively. For suppression, pre-regulation 

anger (M = 4.07, SD = .79) was higher than post-regulation anger (M = 1.75, SD = .94), 

t(29) = 12.60, p ≤ .001. Similarly, pre-regulation guilt (M = 3.81, SD = .72) was 

significantly higher than post-regulation guilt (M = 1.73, SD = .95), t(26) = 9.64, p ≤ 

.001. Cognitive reappraisal also successfully regulated both emotions, as anger 

experienced before reappraisal (M = 3.63, SD = 1.05) was higher than anger 

experienced after reappraisal (M = 2.74, SD = 1.26), t(30) = 4.36, p ≤ .001,  as was guilt 

before reappraisal (M = 3.85, SD = .80) compared to after reappraisal (M = 3.12, SD = 

1.19), t(30) = 4.13, p ≤ .001. 

 Effort, engagement, and fatigue. Towards the end of the study, participants 

reported engagement, effort, and fatigue levels on a 5-point Likert scale. There were no 

significant differences between experimental conditions, with means indicating high 

effort (M = 4.47, SD = .61), engagement M = 3.46, SD = .67), and fatigue (M = 3.24, SD 

= .77) on the average – scores parallel to previous similar research (Thiel et al., 2011).  
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EDM 

To test Hypothesis 1, which proposed that state guilt would lead to greater EDM 

than state anger, a two-way ANCOVA controlling for agreeableness and guilt-

proneness was conducted. A main effect of emotion evocation resulted, F(2, 238) = 

7.23, p ≤ .001, ηp
2 = .06, with Bonferroni post hoc comparisons indicating that the 

significant difference was due to anger resulting in lower EDM (M = 2.71, SE = .07) 

than guilt (M = 3.08, SE = .07), p ≤ .001, or more neutral emotions (M = 3.03, SE = 

.08), p = .01. Therefore, Hypothesis 1 was supported. In addition, the neutral 

comparison and guilt conditions were not significantly different from each other. There 

were also no main or moderating effects of ER, partially addressing Research Question 

1. 

Sensemaking and EDM 

 Metacognitive strategies. The ability for state guilt and anger to influence the 

use of metacognitive strategies was tested using a series of ANCOVAs (Hypothesis 2a). 

When controlling for trusting nature and intelligence, participants who experienced 

anger evocation were less able to consider the consequences of their behavior within the 

situation (M = 1.88, SE = .09) compared to participants in the guilt evocation (M = 2.30, 

SE = .10), Bonferroni p = .01, or neutral evocation conditions (M = 2.21, SE = .11), 

Bonferroni p trending at .07, F(2, 238) = 5.48, p = .01, ηp
2 = .04. The neutral and guilt 

conditions were not significantly different. However, no direct overall results were 

found for any of the other variables: recognizing circumstances, questioning judgment 

when controlling for age, gender, and trait reappraisal, analyzing personal motivations 

when controlling for agreeableness and shame-proneness, considering others, and 
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asking for help when controlling for marketing experience and trait reappraisal. As a 

result, H2a was partially supported. In addition, no moderating effects of ER were 

found for metacognitive strategies (RQ1). 

 To test Hypothesis 2b, a multiple mediation model with all six mediating 

metacognitive strategies was conducted (Table 8) controlling for agreeableness, guilt-

proneness, trusting nature, intelligence, marketing experience, and trait reappraisal. 

Several partial mediation results were observed for anticipating consequences and 

asking for help. First, in contrast to the comparison condition, anger had a negative 

impact on EDM by reducing anticipation of consequences (CI.95 = -.113, -.005). Guilt 

had a positive impact on EDM compared to anger, however, by increasing participant 

anticipation of consequences (CI.95 = .014, .131). These results are parallel to the 

ANCOVA results. Emotion evocation was also found to impact EDM via asking for 

help, as guilt actually harmed EDM by decreasing the amount to which participants 

would ask others for help compared to the comparison conditions (CI.95 = -.120, -.008) 

and anger conditions (CI.95 = -.079, -.001).     

 Cognitive processes. When testing the third set of hypotheses, the study 

manipulations had no direct effect on a number of cognitive sensemaking processes – 

namely, problem recognition (controlling for age, trusting nature, intelligence), 

criticality of causes (controlling for trusting nature, guilt-proneness, and intelligence), 

number of constraints (controlling for age and trusting nature), and forecast quality 

(controlling for age, trusting nature, anger-proneness, and intelligence). However, a 

number of findings provided partial support for Hypothesis 3a. First, in an ANCOVA 

controlling for trusting nature and trait reappraisal, the emotion evocation impacted the 
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number of causes identified (F(2, 238) = 3.10, p = .05, ηp
2 = .03) with individuals in the 

guilt conditions identifying fewer causes of the ethical dilemma (M = 1.71, SE = .08) 

than individuals in the anger conditions (M = 1.98, SE = .08), Bonferroni p = .06. The 

neutral conditions (M = 1.79, SE = .10) were not significantly different from either. A 

trending main effect was also found for criticality of constraints such that, when 

controlling for age, trusting nature, and intelligence, anger evocations caused 

participants to identify fewer critical barriers to making an ethical decision (M = 2.67, 

SE = .07) in comparison to participants with no emotion evocation (M = 2.98, SE = .08), 

Bonferroni p = .02, F(2, 237) = 2.75, p = .07, ηp
2 = .02. Guilt (M = 2.76, SE = .07) was 

not significantly different from the anger or comparison groups. Last, emotion 

evocation had significant impacts on the forecast timeframe, F(2, 237) = 4.24, p = .02, 

ηp
2 = .04, when controlling for trusting nature, shame-proneness, and intelligence. 

Using Bonferroni post hoc comparisons, those who were in the neutral conditions 

engaged in more long-term forecasting (M = 2.38, SE = .09) than those in the anger (M 

= 1.99, SE = .08) (p = .01) or guilt conditions (M = 2.10, SE = .08) (p = .08). The anger 

and guilt conditions were not significantly different. There were also no moderating 

influences of the ER manipulations.  

 To test H3b, we conducted a multiple mediation model in which all seven of the 

cognitive processes served as mediators, and the covariates of agreeableness, guilt- and 

shame-proneness, trusting nature, age, and intelligence were included. Results can be 

seen in Table 9. Although these analyses still demonstrated the relative direct effects of 

guilt compared to anger in affecting the number of causes identified (a1 = -.25, p = .03), 

anger compared to comparison for the criticality of constraints (a1 = -.30, p = .01), and 
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anger (a1 = -.38, p ≤ .01) and guilt (a2 = -.27, p = .03) relative to comparison for forecast 

timeframe, mediational effects were not found for these variables when including all 

other cognitive processes in a multiple mediational model. However, partial mediation 

was found for quality of forecast such that participants in the guilt condition had better 

EDM compared to those in the anger condition due to guilt’s beneficial impact on 

quality of forecasting (CI.95 = .008, .174), partially supporting Hypothesis 3b.  

 Social psychological behaviors. Hypothesis 4a, which stated that participants in 

the angry conditions would engage in more negative social psychological behaviors 

than participants in the guilt conditions, was partially supported. Although no direct 

effects of emotion manipulation were found for deception (controlling for gender and 

agreeableness) or avoiding responsibility, retaliation was significantly more common 

for participants in the anger evocation conditions (M = 1.25, SE = .02) compared to the 

guilt evocation (M = 1.01, SE = .02) or no evocation conditions (M = 1.00, SE = .03), 

both Bonferroni post hocs p ≤ .001, F(2, 240) = 10.14, p ≤  .001, ηp
2 = .08. The neutral 

and guilt conditions were not significantly different. There were also no main or 

moderating effects of the ER manipulation for these behaviors. 

 For Research Question 1, a three-way interaction was found for selfishness 

when controlling for guilt-proneness. Figure 2 portrays the three-way interaction, F(2, 

239) = 3.37, p = .04, ηp
2 = .03. The main driver of the interaction is the significant 

differences found when comparing the angry suppression condition (M = 1.64, SE = 

.09) to the neutral no ER group (M = 1.11, SE = .06), guilty no ER condition (M = 1.12, 

SE = .09), guilty suppression condition (M = 1.05, SE = .10), guilt and reappraisal group 
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(M = 1.03, SE = .09) (all Bonferroni p ≤ .001) and anger and reappraisal condition (M = 

1.23, SE = .09), Bonferroni p = .024.  

 A multiple mediational analysis was also conducted to address H4b (see Table 

8), controlling for agreeableness, guilt-proneness, and gender. Retaliation was removed 

as there was not enough variance across conditions to allow for mediational 

comparison. In addition, the homogeneity of regression assumption was violated for the 

mediator of selfishness, so the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2012) was used, which 

allowed the interactions of the independent variable and mediators to be included in the 

path model (template 74). These analyses provided partial support for Hypothesis 4b in 

finding partial mediation for two paths. First, guilt improved EDM compared to anger 

via its ability to reduce participants’ avoidance of responsibility (CI.95 = .005, .135). 

Similarly, participants in the guilt conditions made less selfish decisions than 

participants in the anger conditions, which had a positive effect on EDM (CI.95 = .023, 

.139).  

Discussion 

 Emotional reactions when encountering problems with ethical implications are 

common (Gaudine & Thorne, 2001; Haidt, 2001), and the current study contributed to 

the sparse empirical understanding of emotions in EDM in three ways. First, it revealed 

some of the differential effects of guilt and anger on sensemaking and EDM. Second, it 

informed the growing research on the intermediary functions of sensemaking for ethical 

decisions (e.g., Bagdasarov et al., 2015). Third, the current efforts expanded previous 

research in discrete ER techniques and decision making (e.g., Kligyte et al., 2013) by 

investigating the effects of cognitive reappraisal and suppression in EDM.  
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 As a whole, our results support previous findings that anger is detrimental 

compared to more neutral emotionality when engaging in ethical sensemaking processes 

(Kligyte et al., 2013; Krishnakumar & Rymph, 2012; Thiel et al., 2011). Although guilt 

evocation did not necessarily improve EDM, participants in the guilt condition overall 

did not fare any worse than participants in the neutral emotion condition. This suggests 

that negative emotions may not always necessarily be detrimental to EDM, and our 

investigation into the underlying cognitive and behavioral sensemaking strategies sheds 

some light on why this may be the case.   

 One result of this study was that experiencing guilt or anger did not impact how 

or if participants perceived an ethical issue. In other words, emotional experience did 

not influence identification of the critical ethical issues or how these issues were related 

to the people and institutions involved. This contradicts Gaudine and Thorne’s (2001) 

thinking that high-arousal emotions may increase awareness of ethical dilemmas. Such 

a finding is particularly interesting because the initial stages of sensemaking involve 

understanding the situation at hand, which impacts downstream processes. The impact 

of these emotions largely appeared further into the sensemaking process, however, 

suggesting that although emotions may not influence initial understanding of the 

situation, it does influence how an individual thinks through or reacts to the situation.  

 In particular, the experience of anger and guilt and their underlying appraisals 

were important drivers of how participants gathered, processed, and applied information 

in an EDM situation. Importantly, guilt did not always trigger more evaluative cognition 

or behaviors as previously proposed. Rather, both anger and guilt appeared to have a 

narrowing function in their ability to draw attention to different aspects of the situation 
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at hand. This might be due to the fact that these emotions are similar in their level of 

certainty (Smith & Ellsworth, 1985), but their differences in other core appraisals (e.g., 

self- or other-responsibility) may alter what individuals feel certain about. As a result, 

individuals engage in critical thinking and behaviors relevant to the motivational 

interests driving the emotional experience, such as blaming others when angry or 

blaming oneself when guilty. 

 Several findings within our study support this notion. Participants in the guilt 

condition identified fewer causes of the situation than those in the anger condition, 

arguably because those experiencing guilt find one source – themselves – while those 

experiencing anger might actively look for a number of external sources of blame. 

Relatedly, feeling guilty did not increase evaluative cognition such as looking within or 

questioning judgment and even harmed EDM by decreasing the likelihood of asking for 

help. Guilty individuals may have already accepted that they caused the situation by 

violating a moral code, avoiding further investigation into why it occurred or letting 

others know it occurred, focusing on the current situation. Ethical decision-making 

situations might function differently than guilt in other social situations, then, which 

typically prompts individuals to inform others of their wrongdoing to communicate 

understanding of the standards being violated (Barrett, 1995). Perhaps incidental guilt 

would result in this type of communication, since it is not directly connected to the 

situation at hand. In contrast to our findings with guilt, integral anger decreased 

individuals’ abilities to evaluate the current situation and identify critical constraints 

that might hinder their decision-making process, reinforcing prior research (Thiel et al., 

2012).  
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Therefore, individuals experiencing guilt may, as a whole, be more likely to 

accept the cause and focus on amending it (Tangney, 1995) while angry individuals’ 

cognitive focus on the causal agents, including conflict, may lead to increased 

rumination (Griffith et al., 2014; Gross & Thompson, 2007) without being able to 

effectively shift to processing of the current situation or its potential outcomes. For 

example, previous research on decision making has found that guilty individuals tend to 

focus on the worse-case scenario and explore how to overcome it while anger motivates 

focus on the outcome that is most explicit without exploring alternatives (Gangemi & 

Mancini, 2007). Our findings that guilt can increase EDM by inducing greater 

anticipation of consequences and higher-quality forecasting than anger underscores the 

potential differences in cognitive focus and processes when experiencing anger versus 

guilt. These cognitive foci have implications for behaviors as well, as our study found 

that anger is far more likely to result in retaliation while guilt, in comparison, can 

improve EDM by decreasing selfish behaviors and increasing the likelihood of taking 

responsibility for one’s decisions or actions. As a result, affective experiences appear to 

be important causal agents for ethical behavior and decisions (Gaudine & Thorne, 2001) 

such that anger resulted in individuals looking backward while guilt helped individuals 

to look forward.    

The effects that emotions have on cognition and behavior are why instruction in 

the use of ER strategies and opportunities to practice them is oftentimes a critical 

component of successful EDM training (Mumford et al., 2008). Our findings indicated 

that ER may be particularly difficult in ethical situations, rendering strategies such as 

cognitive reappraisal and suppression ineffective for changing cognitive or behavioral 
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sensemaking reactions. These results are contrary to prior research that found cognitive 

reappraisal to be effective for moderating anger’s impact on sensemaking (Kligyte et 

al., 2013). The emotional evocation in Kligyte and colleagues’ study was incidental to 

the ethical situation, meaning that it occurred outside of the scenario participants were 

asked to work through. Although this is also a commonly used and effective emotion 

manipulation, our different results for ER may be due to the use of a more naturalistic 

integral emotion manipulation in that the emotion and situation could not necessarily be 

disentangled as easily for participants. Even though participants reported lower 

experience of guilt and anger post-regulation, they may have recalled the original 

appraisals that evoked the emotions when making their decisions. Recalling or thinking 

about an emotion-eliciting event such as one that involves self- or other-blame is a 

commonly used manipulation in studies (Dickerson, Kemeny, Aziz, Kim, & Fahey, 

2004; Ekman, Levenson, & Friesen, 1983), and asking participants to work through the 

event with the seven questions may have re-evoked some of the emotional experience, 

potentially negating the impact of any ER that had been done. For anger, this showed to 

be detrimental. In the case of guilt, however, the lack of regulation effects might not 

have been particularly harmful.  

As a whole, these findings underscore the difficulty of regulating emotions, 

especially when emotional reactions are inherent to the ethical circumstances, 

regardless if using cognitive reappraisal or suppression. Bearing this statement in mind, 

ER did play an important moderating role for selfishness. Suppression was singularly 

detrimental for angry individuals for increasing levels of selfishness and, as an 

extension, EDM. Those who suppressed self-reported significantly lower levels of 
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current anger than those who cognitively reappraised, suggesting that even though 

individuals may not be currently “feeling” angry, the underlying appraisals may still be 

negatively impacting decisions and behavior. Cognitive reappraisal may not reduce the 

experience of anger as much, but the process may have helped individuals develop more 

successful methods for responding to the situation with more other-oriented responses. 

In addition, suppression has been shown to be a cognitively costly strategy compared to 

cognitive reappraisal (Richards & Gross, 2000), which may have reduced the resources 

available to engage in EDM, especially when angry.  

Limitations  

Although this study contributes to the literature in a number of significant ways, 

there are a number of limitations that should be considered. First, the current efforts 

employed an undergraduate student sample. Although the students had, on average, 

over three years of work experience, the results of this study may be limited in 

workforce generalizability. However, since the participants were asked to play a role in 

a topic domain they are comfortable with (i.e., marketing) and have had no issues 

understanding in other research (e.g., Johnson & Connelly, 2014), the underlying 

properties of emotions, cognition, and EDM could easily translate to other studies, 

samples, and scenarios. A second and related limitation is the use of a low-fidelity 

simulation. Participants were not actually experiencing this ethical case first-hand, and 

our measures were mostly of their intentions and not actual behavior. Intentions and 

behavior are oftentimes highly aligned (Ajzen, 2005), though, and our findings would 

arguably still hold and perhaps be even augmented in a workplace setting given a) the 

participant engagement indicated through self-report and the moderate amount of 
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emotional reactions to the scenario by the comparison group and b) the findings for 

retaliation, which underscore that our method replicates what others have found 

(Fitness, 2000; Lerner & Tiedens, 2006). Third, in building on point A above, ethical 

problems are oftentimes inherently emotional, and participants reported experiencing 

guilt and anger at a moderate level even when it was not explicitly evoked. As a result, 

the comparison condition of the study is not a purely emotionally “neutral” condition. 

However, the open-ended coding checks indicated responses mostly lacking reactions 

of anger and guilt. Therefore, the neutral group still served as a useful comparison 

group with comparatively low levels of anger and guilt. Last, some of the interrater 

agreements were modest.   

Future Research and Conclusions 

The present study underscores the effects that integral emotional reactions and 

their regulation have on cognitive and behavioral reactions when faced with an ethical 

problem. A great deal more investigation is needed on the role of specific emotions on 

cognition and decision making, and discrete emotions such as sadness, anxiety, or 

emotions varying in other appraisals could be considered in how they impact EDM and 

its sensemaking processes. Participants in the comparison condition reported higher 

levels of uneasiness than the guilt or anger conditions, and this general uncertainty or 

anxiety, which has been shown to help EDM in other studies (Kligyte et al., 2013), may 

explain why their EDM was similar to the guilt conditions and deserves more attention. 

Moreover, more research is needed to understand the impact of these emotions at 

different stages of the EDM process, as this study showed that anger and guilt 

differentially impacted the sensemaking stages. Going forward, studies could examine 
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emotions not only in a simulated setting but also using workplace samples, as it is still 

unclear at this point as to what discrete emotional reactions are actually commonly 

experienced by workers when encountering ethical problems. More research on the 

differential effects of integral and incidental emotions could also be beneficial. Another 

avenue could be investigation into how to improve the impact of ER. Although our 

participants were told to use the regulation strategies for the remainder of the study, 

results may have been different if reminders were given when working through the 

ethical case. Alternatively, it may be more beneficial for training to focus on helping 

individuals understand how discrete emotions influence their cognition and behavior as 

opposed to strategies designed to simply regulate away the emotions.  

 With organizations increasingly recognizing the importance of ethics as a source 

of competitive advantage, understanding the EDM process and factors that impact it 

could have important practical implications for training, education, and fostering better 

decisions in the workplace. Based on ours and others’ findings, the affective processes 

in EDM offer a fruitful and needed area of research to better understand and potentially 

improve EDM in the workplace.  
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Table 1. Operational Definitions of Sensemaking Processes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1 

Operational Definitions of Sensemaking Processes 

Sensemaking Process Operational Definition 

Metacognitive Strategies  

Recognizing 

Circumstances 

Thinking about how one’s position in one’s workgroup, organization, 

and society relate to the origins of the problem, individuals involved, 

and relevant principles, goals, and values. 

Questioning One’s 

Judgment 

Considering the problems, or reasoning errors, that are often involved in 

making ethical decisions, acknowledging that decisions are seldom 

perfect because judgment is not perfect.   

Consideration of 

Others 

Being mindful of others’ perceptions, concerns, and the impact of one’s 

actions on others, both socially and professionally. 

Analyzing Personal 

Motivations 

Reflecting on underlying motives and desires regarding the situation by 

considering one's own biases, the effects of one's values and goals, 

and questioning one’s ability to make ethical decisions. 

Anticipating 

Consequences 

Considering all of the potential short- and long-term outcomes for both 

the self and others that can come from attempts to solve the dilemma.   

Asking for Help Understanding a lack of sufficient knowledge, information, or expertise 

to make a decision, resulting in asking others for help or referring to 

guidelines or past situations. 

  

Social Psychological 

Behaviors 

 

Retaliation The degree to which the response is directly aggressive, vengeful, or 

spiteful in response to the situation. 

Deception The degree to which the response is misleading such as lying to oneself 

or others, including hiding the truth.  

Avoidance of 

Responsibility  

The degree to which the response involves diffusing, avoiding, or 

deflecting responsibility for actions or decisions. 

Selfishness  The degree to which the response is oriented toward personal gain or 

aggrandizement, including saving face or avoiding costs. 

  

Cognitive Processes  

Problem Recognition The extent to which the critical aspects of the ethical dilemma were 

identified. 

Number of Causes A numerical count of the distinct causes listed. 

Criticality of Causes The importance or relevance of the causes identified to the ethical 

dilemma. 

Number of Constraints A numerical count of the distinct constraints identified in the response. 

 

Criticality of 

Constraints 

The importance or relevance of the constraints identified to the ethical 

dilemma. 

Forecast Timeframe The timeframe considered in the forecast, considered to be on a 

continuum with short-term at one end and long-term at the other end. 

Forecast Quality The extent to which the forecasted outcomes display detail, relevance to 

the scenario, consider critical aspects of the scenario, and are 

realistic. 
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Table 2. Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations among Study Variables: 

Covariates, Metacognitive Strategies, and Social Psychological Behaviors 
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Table 3. Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations among Study Variables: 

Covariates, Cognitive Processes, and Decision Ethicality 
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Table 4. Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations among Study Variables: 

Sensemaking Processes and Decision Ethicality 
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Table 5. Means and Standard Deviations for Metacognitive Strategies 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

T
ab

le
 5

 

 M
ea

n
s 

a
n
d
 S

ta
n
d
a
rd

 D
ev

ia
ti

o
n
s 

fo
r 

M
et

a
co

g
n
it

iv
e 

S
tr

a
te

g
ie

s 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
R

ec
o
g
n
iz

in
g
 

C
ir

cu
m

st
an

ce
s 

 

Q
u

es
ti

o
n

in
g
 

Ju
d
g
m

en
t 

 

C
o
n

si
d
er

in
g
 

O
th

er
s 

 

A
n

al
y
zi

n
g
 

M
o
ti

v
at

io
n
s 

 

A
n

ti
ci

p
at

in
g
 

C
o
n

se
q
u
en

ce
s 

 

A
sk

in
g
 f

o
r 

H
el

p
 

E
m

o
ti

o
n

 

E
v
o
k

ed
 

E
m

o
ti

o
n

 

R
eg

u
la

ti
o
n
 

 

M
 

 
S

D
 

 
M

 
 

S
D

 
 

M
 

 
S

D
 

 
M

 
 

S
D

 
 

M
 

 
S

D
 

 
M

 
 

S
D

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

N
eu

tr
al

 
N

o
n
e 

 
1
.7

8
 

 
0
.5

6
 

 
1
.2

3
 

 
0
.3

4
 

 
1
.7

3
 

 
0
.7

2
 

 
1
.4

4
 

 
0
.6

2
 

 
2

.1
7
 

 
1

.0
0
 

 
1
.7

6
 

 
0
.9

6
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

A
n
g
er

 
N

o
n
e 

 
1
.8

1
 

 
0
.7

1
 

 
1
.2

0
 

 
0
.4

0
 

 
1
.6

4
 

 
0
.6

4
 

 
1
.4

1
 

 
0
.7

5
 

 
1

.8
4
 

 
0

.8
5
 

 
1
.7

4
 

 
0

.8
6
 

 
S

u
p
p
re

ss
 

 
1
.6

9
 

 
0
.4

6
 

 
1
.1

6
 

 
0
.2

6
 

 
1
.6

2
 

 
0
.7

0
 

 
1
.3

3
 

 
0
.5

8
 

 
1

.7
8
 

 
0

.8
3
 

 
1
.5

3
 

 
0

.7
6
 

 
R

ea
p
p
ra

is
e 

 
1
.6

7
 

 
0
.6

0
 

 
1
.2

0
 

 
0
.3

6
 

 
1
.6

5
 

 
0
.6

7
 

 
1
.6

1
 

 
0
.9

6
 

 
2

.1
0
 

 
0

.9
9
 

 
1
.6

5
 

 
0

.8
0
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

G
u

il
t 

N
o
n
e 

 
1
.8

2
 

 
0
.6

9
 

 
1
.2

5
 

 
0
.4

1
 

 
1
.7

4
 

 
0
.5

4
 

 
1
.5

4
 

 
0
.7

6
 

 
2

.2
3
 

 
1

.0
0
 

 
1
.4

7
 

 
0

.7
2
 

 
S

u
p
p
re

ss
 

 
1
.6

3
 

 
0
.4

9
 

 
1
.2

0
 

 
0
.3

2
 

 
1
.6

8
 

 
0
.5

6
 

 
1
.3

0
 

 
0
.4

2
 

 
2
.2

2
 

 
0
.8

7
 

 
1
.4

4
 

 
0

.6
0
 

 
R

ea
p
p
ra

is
e 

 
1
.7

8
 

 
0
.4

4
 

 
1
.2

2
 

 
0
.3

0
 

 
1
.7

7
 

 
0
.4

4
 

 
1
.2

3
 

 
0
.4

0
 

 
2
.4

7
 

 
0
.8

8
 

 
1
.4

0
 

 
0

.6
4
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

N
o
te

. 
N

 =
 2

4
7
. 
N

o
t 

ad
ju

st
ed

 f
o
r 

co
v
ar

ia
te

s.
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 



72 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 6. Means and Standard Deviations for Social Psychological Behaviors and 

Decision Ethicality 
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Table 7. Means and Standard Deviations for Cognitive Processes 
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Table 8. Mediational Effects of Metacognitive Strategies and Social Psychological 

Behaviors on Decision Ethicality 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 8 

Mediational Effects of Metacognitive Strategies and Social Psychological Behaviors on Decision Ethicality 

Sensemaking   Indirect     

Category Mediator Conditions Effect SE 95% CI 

Metacognitive  Recognizing     

Strategies Circumstances Anger v. Comparison  -.02 .02   [-.078, .024] 

  Guilt v. Comparison -.01 .02   [-.057, .039] 

  Guilt v. Anger  .01 .02   [-.027,  .062] 

 Questioning One’s     

 Judgment Anger v. Comparison -.01 .02   [-.068, .026] 

  Guilt v. Comparison .00 .02   [-.045, .044] 

  Guilt v. Anger .02 .02   [-.019, .061] 

 Consideration of     

 Others Anger v. Comparison   .01 .01   [-.007, .052] 

  Guilt v. Comparison -.00 .01   [-.025, .018] 

  Guilt v. Anger -.01 .01   [-044, .007] 

 Analyzing Personal     

 Motivations Anger v. Comparison -.00 .01   [-.033, .023] 

  Guilt v. Comparison -.01 .01   [-.051, .008] 

  Guilt v. Anger   -.01 .01   [-.048, .009] 

 Anticipating      

 Consequences Anger v. Comparison+ -.04 .03   [-.113, -.005] 

  Guilt v. Comparison .02 .02   [-.020, .075] 

  Guilt v. Anger+ .06 .03   [ .014, .131] 

 Asking for Help     

  Anger v. Comparison -.02 .02   [-.076, .018] 

  Guilt v. Comparison+ -.05 .03   [-.120, -.008] 

  Guilt v. Anger+ -.03 .02   [-.079, -.001] 

      

Social 

Psychological Deception     

Behaviorsa  Anger v. Comparison -.03 .04   [-.104, .038] 

  Guilt v. Comparison -.01 .03   [-.080, .058] 

  Guilt v. Anger .03 .04   [-.049, .093] 

 Avoidance of     

 Responsibility Anger v. Comparison -.01 .04   [-.100, .075] 

  Guilt v. Comparison .05 .04   [-.017, .130] 

  Guilt v. Anger+ .07 .03   [.005, .135] 

 Selfishnessb     

  Anger v. Comparison -.06 .05   [-.230, .004] 

  Guilt v. Comparison .02 .01   [-.001, .058] 

  Guilt v. Anger+ .07 .03   [.023, .139] 

            
Note. + denotes partial mediation. All indirect effects are bias corrected and relative to the reference group. aRetaliation was not 

included in the model. bSelfishness estimates are adjusted for the inclusion of the IV*mediator interactions.  
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Table 9. Mediational Effects of Cognitive Processes on Decision Ethicality 

  

Table 9 

Mediational Effects of Cognitive Processes on Decision Ethicality 

Sensemaking   Indirect     

Category Mediator Conditions Effect SE 95% CI 

Cognitive Problem     

Processes Recognition Anger v. Comparison  -.00 .01   [-.043, .008] 

  Guilt v. Comparison .00 .01   [-.013, .026] 

  Guilt v. Anger .00 .01   [-.006, .038] 

 Number of      

 Causes Anger v. Comparison -.02 .02   [-.088, .006] 

  Guilt v. Comparison .01 .02   [-.012, .067] 

  Guilt v. Anger .03 .02   [-.003, .095] 

 Criticality of      

 Causes Anger v. Comparison -.01 .03   [-.076, .038] 

  Guilt v. Comparison -.01 .03   [-.069, .039] 

  Guilt v. Anger .00 .02   [-.036, .052] 

 Number of     

 Constraints Anger v. Comparison -.03 .03   [-.118, .001] 

  Guilt v. Comparison -.02 .02   [-.086, .012] 

  Guilt v. Anger   .02 .02   [-.009, .074] 

 Criticality of      

 Constraints Anger v. Comparison -.01 .02   [-.056, .039] 

  Guilt v. Comparison -.00 .02   [-.047, .026] 

  Guilt v. Anger .00 .01   [-.012, .035] 

 Forecast      

 Timeframe Anger v. Comparison .04 .03   [-.007, .129] 

  Guilt v. Comparison .03 .03   [-.004, .111] 

  Guilt v. Anger -.01 .02   [-.065, .009] 

 Forecast     
 Quality Anger v. Comparison -.04 .05   [-.147, .041] 

  Guilt v. Comparison .03 .04   [-.045, .131] 

  Guilt v. Anger+ .07 .04   [.008, .174] 

            

Note. + denotes partial mediation. All indirect effects are bias corrected and relative to the reference group. 
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Figure 1. Example multiple mediation model. Covariates are included in analyses but 

are not shown in the figure. 
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Figure 2. Three-way interaction for the impact of manipulations on selfishness. 
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Appendix A 

InnoMark Inc. Case  

 

Organizational Background  

 

You work for InnoMark Inc., a nation-wide organization based in Houston, Texas that 

specializes in marketing and advertising research. Within InnoMark, there are a number 

of market research departments, each focusing on different types of industries such as 

automobiles, telecommunications, travel, and pharmaceuticals.  

 

Your job is an entry-level position within one of the pharmaceutical market research 

groups. This position involves tasks such as collecting and analyzing data on customers’ 

buying habits and product needs and on competitors’ use of sales and marketing 

approaches. In addition, your job involves using this information and other data to 

determine the potential success of a marketing campaign and to measure the 

effectiveness of advertising campaigns once they are launched. You have been in this 

position with InnoMark for a little less than a year. 

 

The two main individuals you work with in your research group are Jason and Davis. 

Jason is in his second year at InnoMark, and you have a good working relationship with 

him. Davis is the manager of your market research group. Both you and Jason have 

generous salaries and commission opportunities thanks mostly to your manager’s 

connections with the pharmaceutical industry.   

 

You recently found yourself in the following situation.  
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Appendix B 

InnoMark Inc. Case with Manipulations 

 

Manipulations key: Guilt (self-blame) is underlined, anger (other blame) is boldfaced, 

and neutral is [bracketed]. 

 

Case: 

 

Davis, the group’s market research manager, generates reports on drugs’ safety and side 

effects to be included in any marketing research endeavors, and the work requires 

review and approval by industry scientists before it can be submitted for advertising 

consideration. InnoMark objects to this and has offered to negotiate with the drug 

companies for better terms. So far, Davis has refused on the grounds that he has no 

problem with the policy and does not want to compromise his reputation with the 

industry. Plus, it provides funding for his team of first-rate marketing staff and 

researchers, including you.  

 

You and Jason are assigned with gathering data to determine the potential success of a 

marketing campaign for a new drug through focus groups and competitor evaluations in 

a local market. You know that tests of this drug have shown it could be groundbreaking 

in saving cancer patients’ lives - plus, the entire group stands to profit greatly from this 

project. Before developing the marketing analysis materials, you were (Jason was) [the 

research group was] tasked with reviewing Davis’s approved report, which is usually 

long and technical, to create a summary of the drug’s risks for you and Jason to include 

when developing your research materials. Although this usually takes several days, you 

have (Jason has) [the group has] done this numerous times in the past, so you skimmed 

(Jason skimmed) the report [was skimmed] quickly to generate the shortened 

document to allow the group to move forward quickly on the marketing research. 

 

A few months later, the data from the market analyses are presented to Davis and 

representatives of the pharmaceutical company who developed the drug. Everyone is 

thrilled with the results. The positive reactions to the upcoming availability of the drug, 

in addition to the drug being a first of its kind in the market, position the drug to be a 

highly successful, well-received product. Based on this information, the pharmaceutical 

company decides to develop and launch a nation-wide campaign within the next several 

months. As you are writing up the final reports of the marketing analyses, you realize 

that one of the most critical risks was left off the list that you (Jason) [the research 

group] generated when developing the original focus group studies. You cannot believe 

that you (Jason) [the group] did this and realize that the focus groups and competitor 

comparisons could be successful at least partly due to [your (his) mistake of] leaving off 

an important piece of information. Any actual advertising campaigns would have to 

include this risk, greatly impacting the potential reception to and success of the drug. In 

short, the marketing analyses you and Jason did may be highly flawed [- you are (Jason 

is) obviously accountable for this oversight. (removed in no evocation)].  
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You confide in (confront) [talk to] your friend about this issue, and Jason replies 

candidly about what he learned in his first year—that the industry’s emphasis is on 

getting results. He points out that if the Davis group does not produce, the project will 

be turned over to another team that will, and the jobs will follow the money. Plus, he 

reiterates that Davis has said in the past that marketing research is just as much an art as 

it is a science, especially in pharmaceuticals, when risks are usually made to sound 

much more serious by drug companies than they actually are. 

 

You walk away from the conversation unsure how to proceed. Inclusion of the risk in 

the advertisements may or may not result in a different outcome than the analyses 

suggest. However, you are not sure about moving forward with a highly inaccurate 

market analysis that, if discovered, could result in halting the marketing campaign, 

stopping the sales of the beneficial drug and losing millions in revenue.   

 

 

Anger Condition Email 

 

A couple days later, you receive an email from Jason: 

 

             From :      Jason Baker  <jbaker@innomark.com>    

 Subject :      Need Write-up ASAP 

 

Hey, 

 

 I just talked to Davis, and he really needs the final report you have been working 

on for the recent market analyses we completed. Apparently our research group is 

depending on the revenue from this project – Davis hinted that since you are the last 

hired, it is likely that you will be let go if the rest of this project does not go smoothly. I 

know you can’t afford to lose this job. Plus, it would be hard to find another job in 

this industry after being fired from working with a person as prestigious as Davis.  

 

 As you can see, there’s a lot at stake here. Please make sure the report is on 

Davis’s desk by the end of the week. 

 

 Jason 

 

When you read this email, you are in disbelief that Jason has put you in this dilemma. If 

he had just paid attention to the report the first time around, this whole situation could 

have been easily avoided. And now Jason’s one mistake could cost you your job! You 

realize how unfair the entire situation is. How could he do this do you? You feel your 

face get hot and your hands clench into fists. You begin to experience waves of intense 

anger.     
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Guilt Condition Email 

 

A couple days later, you receive an email from Jason: 

 

             From :      Jason Baker  <jbaker@innomark.com>    

 Subject :      Need Write-up ASAP 

 

Hey, 

 

 I just talked to Davis, and we really need to get the final report you have been 

working on for the recent market analyses we completed. Apparently our research 

group is depending on the revenue from this project – Davis hinted that even though 

you are the last hired, it is likely that I will be let go if the rest of this project does not 

go smoothly. I can’t afford to lose this job. Plus, it would be hard to find another job in 

this industry after being fired from working with a person as prestigious as Davis.  

 

 As you can see, there’s a lot at stake here. Please make sure the report is on 

Davis’s desk by the end of the week. 

 

 

 Jason 

 

When you read this email, you are in disbelief that you have put Jason in this situation. 

If you had just paid attention to the report the first time around, this whole situation 

could have been easily avoided. And now your one mistake could cost Jason his job. 

You realize how unfair the entire situation is for him. How could you let this happen? 

You feel a knot form in the pit of your stomach, and you become overwhelmed with 

intense feelings of guilt. 

 

 

Neutral Condition Email 

 

A couple days later, you receive an email from Jason: 

 

             From :      Jason Baker  <jbaker@innomark.com>    

 Subject :      Need Write-up ASAP 

 

Hey, 

 

 I just talked to Davis, and we really need to get the final report you have been 

working on for the recent market analyses we completed. The project is an important 

one for our research group. Please make sure the report is on Davis’s desk by the end of 

the week. 

 

 

 Jason 
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Appendix C 

InnoMark Inc. Case Questions 

 

Now we would like you to think through the problem you have encountered and 

possible solutions for it. Please answer the following questions fully and to the best of 

your ability.   

 

1. What is the problem in this situation? 

2. List and describe the causes of the problem. 

3. What are the key factors and challenges of this problem?  

4. What should you consider in solving this problem? 

5. What are some possible outcomes of this situation? 

6. What is your final decision and your next steps?  

7. What was your rationale for making this decision? 
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Appendix D 

Cognitive Reappraisal Manipulation 

 

Situations such as the one you are in usually elicit a broad range of feelings. People tend 

to deal with these feelings in different ways. One of the ways of doing this is to reflect 

on the situation in several different ways. 

 

There are a number of strategies people use to reflect and think through the situation in 

different ways. Please work through the following questions fully and to the best of 

your ability. 

 

1. Sometimes even when bad things happen, they ultimately have positive 

consequences. We would like you to list some good things that could occur as a 

result of experiencing this negative event. In other words, what are some 

possible positive consequences of this negative event?  

2. What are some of the lessons you could learn from this situation that would 

benefit you in the future? 

3. In what ways could experiencing this situation help you grow as a person? 

4. How might any reactions you have in this situation help you handle the 

situation?   

5. What are some things you might think that would help you lessen the negative 

aspects of the situation?  

 

As you move forward in this study, it is very important that you try use these reflection 

strategies and keep applying these questions when thinking through any other situations.  
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Appendix E 

Suppression Manipulation 

 

Situations such as the one you are in usually elicit a broad range of feelings. People tend 

to deal with these feelings in different ways. One of the ways of doing this is to try to 

remain emotionally neutral. 

 

Please read through the following instructions and answer the following questions fully 

and to the best of your ability.  

 

As you move forward in this study, it is very important that you try to remain 

completely neutral on the inside and out. Try your best not to let any feelings or 

responses you may have show on your face, and, to the best of your ability, try to keep 

all of your internal reactions about this situation suppressed.  

 

There are some strategies that could help you suppress your emotional feelings and 

expressions. You could imagine that someone watching you would be unable to tell 

what you are feeling or would think you are not feeling anything at all. Another may be 

to not think about your feelings and to push them out of your mind. You could also 

visualize bottling up your emotions or pressing weights onto any emotions that start to 

rise at any time during the rest of the study.  

 

 

My goal for the rest of the study with regards to my feelings is: 

 

A strategy I plan to use to suppress my emotions is:  

 

 

Before moving on, practice suppressing any emotions you are feeling right now. Try to 

neutralize your facial expressions and feelings. After a minute or two, feel free to move 

on to the next task.  

 

 

 

 


