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ABSTRACT. In this article, the important but neglected
link between workplace safety-enhancing behavior and
ethics is explored. Using data from 237 employees from
five manufacturing plants in the Midwest, we investigated
how specific local ethical climate types are linked to
incidences of injuries and two types of safety-enhancing
behaviors: safety compliance and safety participation. It
was hypothesized that egoist climates are positively related
to injuries and negatively related to safety-enhancing
behaviors. In contrast, it is proposed that both benevolent
and principled climates have negative relationships with
injuries and positive relationships with safety-enhancing
behaviors. Results provided support only for our princi-
pled climate types while benevolence has the desired neg-
ative relationship with injuries. Egoism and benevolence
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Workplace safety remains an issue of crucial
importance to the U.S. economy. In 2002 alone,
there were 6217 deaths resulting from workplace
injuries and around 4.7 million non-fatal injuries
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2003). Such work related
incidents cost an estimated $146.6 billion including
wage and productivity losses, administrative and
medical costs, and loss of operating capital (National
Safety Council, 2003). Clearly, it is important to get
a more refined understanding of the factors that
contribute to workplace injuries given the significant
human losses and consequent cost to both the
economy and organizations. It is therefore not sur-
prising to see that research interest on workplace
safety remains strong (e.g., Hofmann et al., 2003;
Shannon et al., 1997; Zacharatos et al., 2005).

Although inquiries into the antecedents of
workplace safety have remained strong, it is sur-
prising to see that only one study (McKendall et al.,
2002) has examined the link with ethics. In that
study, McKendall et al. (2002) examined, how var-
ious aspects of an ethics program (ethical codes,
communication about ethics, ethics training, and
incorporation of ethics into human resources prac-
tices) were linked to Occupational Safety and Health
Act (OSH Act) violations. Although they argue that
the various elements of an ethics program should be
related to fewer OSH Act violations, results show
that the presence of ethical compliance programs do
not necessarily result in fewer violations. McKendall



516 K. Praveen Parboteeah and Edward Andrew Kapp

et al. (2002) suggest that ethical compliance pro-
grams in the 108 companies they studied may
actually be used to deflect attention from illegal
activities rather than promote legitimate activities.

Many studies examining antecedents of safety-re-
lated behavior and injuries have focused on the role of
safety climates and leadership. For instance, some
safety studies (Zohar 2002a; 2002b) have emphasized
the role of leadership and other supervisory practices
to improve safety while Barling et al. (2002) exam-
ined the role of transformational leadership in pro-
moting safety. Occupational safety scholars have also
focused on the role of safety climates (DeJoy et al.
2004; Griffin and Neal, 2000; Mearns et al., 2003;
Zohar and Luria, 2004) in promoting safety behaviors.
Tables 1 and 2 summarize examples of key studies
examining antecedents of safety-related behaviors and
injuries and the variables considered.

‘While the studies documented in Tables 1 and 2
have provided a good understanding of some of the
key factors contributing to safety in organizations,
none has yet directly examined ethical climate as an
antecedent of various aspects of workplace safety.
However, there are compelling arguments to expect
ethics as manifested through ethical climates, to
influence the level of safety in the organization.

To examine the link between ethical climate and
safety-related behavior, a number of key safety
outcomes are considered (Griffin and Neal, 2000;
Zohar, 2002a). First, the relationship between ethi-
cal climate types and incidences of injuries and safety
motivation is investigated. Consistent with Borman
and Motowildo’s (1993) perspective that there are
two main components of performance, namely task
performance and context performance, safety-com-
pliance motivation (i.e., the degree to which
employees are motivated to comply with safety
standards) and safety participation motivation (i.e.,
the degree to which employees are motivated to
participate in activities dedicated to safety) are con-
sidered (Griftin and Neal, 2000).

Second, because the literature suggests that moti-
vation to perform workplace procedures safely is an
important precursor to actual safety behaviors (Griffin
and Neal, 2000), the relationship between safety
motivation and safety performance as gauged through
employee perceptions of their workplace safety-
enhancing behaviors are also considered using the
Borman and Motowildo (1993) viewpoint. Safety-
related behaviors are critical, because they reflect
the actual behaviors performed by individuals to
maintain a safe workplace. Two manifestations of

TABLE 1

Summary of exemplar safety climate and safety performance studies

Author(s) and Year Context Variables Key findings
De Joy et al. (2004) Retail Safety climate, Safety climate
perceived safety positively related
to presence of safety
policies and programs
Griffin and Neal (2000) Manufacturing Safety climate, Safety climate

and mining

Mearns et al. (2003) Oftshore oil

and gas drilling
Neal and Griffin (2006) Healthcare

Zohar (1980) Manufacturing

motivation,
safety behavior

Safety climate,
accidents

Safety climate,
motivation,

safety behavior,
accidents

Safety climate,
expert assessment
of safety programs

positively related

to safety compliance
and safety participation
Safety climate
negatively related

to accident occurrence
Safety climate
positively related

to safety behavior,

negatively related to accidents

Safety climate
was positively related

to evaluation of safety programs
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Summary of exemplar leadership and safety performance studies

TABLE 2

517

Author(s) and Year Context Variables Key findings
Barling et al. (2002) Hospitality Leadership, Transformational
safety-related events, leadership negatively
injuries related to safety events
and injuries
Kelloway et al. (2006) Not disclosed Leadership, Transformational

safety climate,
safety-related events,

injuries
Zohar (2000a) Equipment Leadership,
maintenance accidents,
Operations safety behavior,
safety climate
Zohar (2000b) Manufacturing Leadership,
operations safety climate,

injuries

leadership positively
related to safety climate,
negatively related to safety
events and injuries
Leader-subordinate
interactions negatively
related to accidents,
positively related to ear
plug use and safety
climate scores
Transformational

and transactional
leadership positively

related to safety climate
and negatively related
to injuries

safety-enhancing behavior, namely safety compliance
and safety participation are considered. Safety-com-
pliance behavior refers to the “‘core safety activities
that need to be carried out by individuals to maintain
workplace safety”” (Griffin and Neal, 2000, 349) while
safety participation behavior refers to “‘behaviors that
may not directly contribute to workplace safety, but
they do help to develop an environment that supports
safety” (Griftin and Neal, 2000, 349).

Ethical climates and workplace safety

For the purpose of this article, the types of ethical
climates identified by Victor and Cullen (Victor and
Cullen, 1987, 1988; Cullen et al., 1993) are used.
Ethical climates represent a subset of the array of work
climates and refer to the institutionalized organiza-
tional practices and procedures that define what is
considered right or wrong within the organization.
The latest meta-analysis of the ethical climate litera-
ture demonstrates the utility of the ethical climate
concept (Martin and Cullen, 2006). The meta-

analysis provides evidence that ethical climates are
related to many key variables including organizational
commitment, job satisfaction, and dysfunctional
behaviors among others (Martin and Cullen, 2006).

The Victor and Cullen typology of ethical climates
has three bases or criteria of moral judgment: egoism,
benevolence, and principle. These form the three basic
ethical climates. In an egoistic climate, company norms
support the pursuit of self-interest. In the benevolent
climate, company norms support maximizing the
interests of a particular social group. In the principled
climate, company norms support following abstract
principles independent of situational outcomes.

In addition to the three basic types of ethical
climates, the Victor and Cullen (1987, 1988)
typology has three loci of analysis to further distin-
guish the basic types of climates found in organiza-
tions. These loci of analysis were derived from
sociological theories of roles and referent groups in
organizations (Merton, 1957) and rely on the types
of referent groups used to apply the ethical criteria to
decisions. The loci of analysis include individual,
local, and cosmopolitan referents. The individual
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locus of analysis refers to the use of the self as referent
for moral reasoning. For the local locus of analysis,
the important referent groups relate to the social
systems within which individuals are embedded
(Victor and Cullen, 1988). The most common local
referent is the organization. Finally, the cosmopoli-
tan locus of analysis refers to sources of moral rea-
soning outside of the immediate organization or
group (i.e., corporation, society, or the profession).

Crossing the ethical criteria with the loci of analyses
produces nine possible climate types: three egoistic;
three benevolent; and three principled. Each of the
nine cells produces an ethical criterion that is the
expected guide to decision making in an organization
or unit. For instance, in an egoistic-individual climate,
norms encourage individuals to make ethical decisions
mostly in their self-interest (Victor and Cullen, 1987).
The egoistic-individual climate can be found in car
dealerships or brokerage firms where decisions are
typically self-interested. In contrast, the principled-
cosmopolitan type refers to ethical decisions made
based on laws or professional codes. The principled-
cosmopolitan climate may be present in public
accounting firms where the organizational climate
supports ethical decision-making based mostly on the
professional codes governing the profession.

For the purpose of this article, interest in ethical
climates is at the plant level (i.e., the local level in the
ethical climate terminology, Victor and Cullen,
1987; 1988). As argued by many researchers, the
organization and its subunit have the most important
influences on the safety behavior of the individual
employee (e.g., Katz-Navon et al., 2005; Neal et al.,
2000). By investigating the local level, we can more
accurately tease out the effects of the plant level
climate on incidences of injuries and safety motiva-
tion. Additionally, plant level climate reflects a
condition that is within the organizations’ ability to
change. In contrast, other loci of analysis such as the
individual or the cosmopolitan are not considered,
because they do not necessarily reflect the strongest
influence of ethical climate on safety behaviors.
Furthermore the other loci are not necessarily
antecedents of performance that are amenable to
change by the efforts of the organization.

It is argued that there are compelling reasons to
expect a strong link between local ethical climates and
workplace safety. Schneider (1990, 384) defines
climates as “incumbents’ perceptions of the events,

practices and procedures and the kinds of behaviors
that get rewarded, supported and expected in a set-
ting.”” Since ethical climates are concerned with issues
that relate to workers’ overall welfare and well being,
we believe that the ethical climate within any plant
will provide guidance as to the appropriate safety-
enhancing behavior. Climate perceptions provide
guidance to employees with respect to the types of
role behaviors that will be rewarded and supported in
the organization (Zohar & Luria, 2004).

Egoist-local climates

The egoist dimension is generally based upon the
maximization of self-interest (Cullen et al., 2003).
Within the egoist climate, the normative expectation
is that the decision-maker is likely to choose alter-
natives that benefit himself/herself the most while
ignoring the needs of others (Martin and Cullen,
2006). In the context of the local locus of analysis,
decisions are made based on profitability or efficiency
considerations at the expense of the individual well
being (Victor and Cullen, 1987; 1988).

It is argued that an egoist-local climate will be
associated with increased incidences of injuries in a
plant. In an egoist-local climate, employees perceive
“that self-interest guides behavior, even to the pos-
sible detriment of others” (Martin and Cullen, 2006,
178). If employees perceive that the organization is
promoting the material well being of the company at
the expense of the well being of the individual
employees, they are less likely to be concerned about
safety. In fact, they are more likely to be careless
about the impact of their actions on others. Fur-
thermore, safety programs are costly and we expect
that the organization may not necessarily devote the
resources to safety if they are focused on efficiency.
Consequently, we expect that in such egoist-local
climates, there are higher incidences of injuries be-
cause of the exclusive emphasis on the productivity
and profitability of the business.

We also argue that there is a negative relationship
between an egoist-local ethical climate and safety
motivation. Egoist climates tend to promote values
encouraging self-interested behaviors (Victor and
Cullen, 1987). Due to the norms encouraging
organizational gains within an egoist-local ethical
climate (Cullen et al., 2003), individuals within an
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egoist-local climate will engage in workplace
behaviors that maximize the organization’s self-
interest. In such organizations, it is likely that the
egoist climates place pressures on employees for
production and profitability. Furthermore, those
behaviors contributing to short-run production goals
and efficiency are more likely to receive immediate
extrinsic reward than safety-compliance behaviors
(Salminen et al., 1993; Wright, 1986). In contrast,
safety-compliance behaviors are seldom acknowl-
edged in such climates. Safety-compliance behavior
seems inconsistent with an egoist-local climate, as it
may not necessarily contribute to organizational
efficiency and profitability. In fact, we see it more
likely that employees will behave in self-interested
manner and be less motivated to comply with safety
standards and, more motivated to achieve production
goals. Furthermore, it is also likely that as employees
see others behave in self-interested fashion, they will
be less likely to see the importance of safety and thus
less motivated to comply (Zohar, 2002b).

An egoist-local climate is also unlikely to promote
the cohesiveness and active caring that has been shown
to be so crucial to making employees feel more
responsible for the safety of others (Simard and
Marchand, 1997; Zacharatos et al., 2005). Exclusive
focus on profitability and efficiency is likely to dis-
courage employees from voluntarily participating in
activities that enhance the safety of their colleagues.
The expectation is that individuals are not concerned
with the well being of others (Victor and Cullen,
1988). Under such conditions, it is seems unlikely that
the workers would be motivated to voluntarily par-
ticipate in safety programs. This lack of caring for the
individual is likely to be manifested in lower moti-
vation to participate in safety enhancing behaviors.

Hypothesis 1a An egoist-local climate is positively
related to incidences of injuries

Hypothesis 1b  An egoist-local climate is negatively
related to safety compliance motivation and safety
participation motivation

Benevolent-local climates

Benevolence is primarily based on concern for
others (Victor and Cullen, 1987; 1988). Within such

a climate, the decision-maker is likely to make those
decisions that result in maximum collective gains
even at the expense of individual needs (Cullen
et al., 2003). In the benevolent-local climate, the
focus is on the well being of those in the plant.
Benevolent-local climates are likely to develop, for
example, in research labs where there is high need
for cooperation to achieve the desired success out-
comes (Victor and Cullen, 1988). A person per-
ceiving a benevolent climate is most likely to be
concerned about others in the plant and will make
those decisions that provide the greatest good for the
greatest number of people (Martin and Cullen,
2006).

Given the above, we expect benevolent climates
to be negatively associated with incidences of
injuries and positively related to both aspects of
safety motivation. A benevolent-local climate is
inherently concerned with concern for the welfare
and greatest good for the greatest number of people
(Parboteeah et al., 2005), of which safety is a likely
an important component. It is therefore expected
that workers respond to a benevolent climate by
being more aware and concerned about safety is-
sues. It is further argued that if workers perceive
others to be showing concern for their own safety,
they are also more likely to be aware of safety issues
and to be motivated to enhance their own safety
(Barling et al., 2002; Gherardi and Nicolini, 2000).
In such cases, we also expect that the incidences of
injuries are relatively lower because of the emphasis
on caring.

It is expected that perceptions of benevolent-
local climates are positively related to motivation
to participate in safety activities. Drawing from
social exchange theory (Blau, 1964), we argue
that when employees perceive that their organi-
zation values and supports them, an implied
obligation develops on their part for future reci-
procity that will benefit the organization. Due to
the high level of concern for safety and the col-
lective well-being fostered by a benevolent cli-
mate, and the sense of reciprocal obligation
surrounding safety (Hofmann and Morgeson,
1999) workers are more likely to go beyond mere
compliance and are more voluntarily motivated to
participate in activities that promote safety within
the organization.
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A benevolent climate is negatively
related to incidences of injuries

Hypothesis 2a

Hypothesis 2b A benevolent climate is positively
related to safety compliance motivation and safety
participation motivation

Principled-local climates

Victor and Cullen’s (1988) ethical criterion of
principle embodies the application or interpretation
of rules, laws, and standards in the normative
expectations in a social unit. In general, when faced
with an ethical dilemma, organizational or group
norms suggest that the decision-maker resort to
decisions that are based on adherence to rules and
codes (Martin and Cullen, 2006). The expected
sources of principles for such moral reasoning can be
internal to an individual with a principled-individual
climate, or external such as with a local ethical code
(principled-local) or a broader code such as the Bible
or state and federal laws (principled-cosmopolitan)
(Victor and Cullen, 1988).

Principled climates are manifested through the
application of organizational and plant rules and
codes of conduct (Martin and Cullen, 2006). Gi-
ven that the sample includes employees in the
component-manufacturing
where adherence to quality standards is funda-

automotive sector
mental, we expect that adherence to formal poli-
cies, rules, and procedures will be the norm. As
such, it is expected that in stronger principled
climates, employees will be more motivated to
comply with established safety requirements and
thus we expect lower incidences of injuries. We
also expect principled climates to be positively
related to safety motivation as the inherent
emphasis on security encourages employees to be
more motivated to behave safely.

Additionally, it is expected that workers will be
more motivated to participate voluntarily in safety
programs in principled climates based on progressive
personal and organizational policies and procedures
that solicit employee participation in safety (Parker
et al., 2001; Shannon etal.,, 1997). In contrast,
weaker principled climates may not place as much
emphasis on safety and may not motivate voluntary
participation on the part of the employees. Thus, we

also expect principled ethical climates to be posi-
tively related to safety motivation.

Hypothesis 3a A principled climate is negatively
associated to incidences of injuries

Hypothesis 3b A principled climate is positively
related to safety compliance motivation and safety
participation motivation

Safety-enhancing behaviors, safety motivation, and ethical
climates

Consistent with the safety literature (Griffin and
Neal, 2000), we propose that there is a positive
relationship between safety motivation and the
corresponding safety-enhancing behaviors. As men-
tioned earlier, linkages between safety motivation
and safety-compliance (safety activities carried out to
maintain workplace safety) and safety participation
(behaviors that help to develop an environment that
supports safety) is also considered. Our arguments
are based on the view that motivation is an impor-
tant precursor to actual behaviors (Ajzen and Fish-
bein, 2005).

It is argued that safety compliance is positively
related to safety compliance motivation. Employees
who are motivated to comply with safety require-
ments are more likely to engage in safety compliance
behaviors. Furthermore, employees who are moti-
vated to involve themselves in safety participatory
activities are also more likely to be motivated to
participate in safety activities.

Hypothesis 4 Safety compliance is positively
related to safety compliance motivation.

Hypothesis 5 Safety participation 1is positively
related to safety participation motivation.

We also propose that safety motivation will mediate
the relationships between the ethical climates de-
scribed earlier and the safety-enhancing behaviors.
Organizational climates provide important informa-
tion to employees regarding their work environment
(James and James, 1989). Specifically, through ethical
climates and through the consequent events and
consequences that manifest such climates, employees
can make sense of their environment and understand
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the priorities regarding safety within the organization
(Cullen et al.,, 2003) or the “way things are done
around here.” Furthermore, given that ethical climates
are concerned with behaviors that have consequences
for others, it is logical that ethical climates should be
related to safety motivation. Given that we earlier
previously argued that safety motivation is related to
safety behaviors, it follows that safety motivation
mediates the relationships between ethical climates and
safety behaviors. Our proposition is consistent with
previous research showing the mediating effects of
motivation on the link between other forms of orga-
nizational climates and behaviors (Brown and Leigh,
1996). Therefore, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 6 Motivation to comply mediates the

local ethical climates-safety compliance behavior
relationship.

Hypothesis 7 Motivation to participate mediates
the local ethical climates-safety participation
behavior relationship.

Methods
Sample

The sample was drawn from the hourly workforce
from five plants of an American subsidiary of a
European automotive component manufacturing
company with operations in Europe, Asia, and the
North and South America. The five locations in-
clude a total base of approximately 367 hourly
workers. Questionnaires were administered to all
shifts during their mid-shift break time with the
exception of three shifts across two locations, leaving
a total potential sample size of 346 employees. Two
hundred and thirty seven employees voluntarily
completed the questionnaire, thus yielding a partic-
ipation rate of 68%.

Ages of the respondents ranged from 19 to
69 years old. The sample included about 42% female
and 58% male respondents, and the race/ethnic
composition of the about  65%
Caucasian, 20% African—American, 5.5 % Hispanic,
5.5% Asian, 2.5% Native American, and 1.5% other

sample was

or no response. Our sample is representative of the
various plants as our sample mirrors the various
percentages at the plant level in terms of age, gender,
and ethnicity.

Measures

The Ethical Climate Questionnaire (ECQ) developed
by Victor and Cullen (1987; 1988) was used to
measure ethical climates. In the ECQ, respondents
are asked to act as observers reporting on organiza-
tional expectations, not on their personal beliefs or
their affective evaluations of the climates. Respon-
dents indicated on a 5-point Likert scale how
accurately each of the items described their ethical
work climate. The version of the ECQ is published
in Cullen et al. (1993).

To assess the incidence of injuries, accepted
practice in the literature were followed (Zacharatos
et al., 2005). Respondents were asked to indicate the
number of work related injuries they experienced in
the past 6 months. Self-reported measures of safety-
enhancing behavior were taken from Griffin and
Neal (2000). These categorize individual safety
performance into behaviors directly related to safe
work practices (safety compliance) and behaviors
that support the overall safety of the organization
(safety participation). Safety compliance was assessed
using four items about individual compliance
with established safety procedures and practices.
Sample items include ““I use all the necessary safety
equipment to do my job”” and “I carry out my work
in a safe manner.” Reliability for our safety com-
pliance measure is 0.93.

Similar to Griffin and Neal (2000), safety partic-
ipation was assessed by asking respondents four items
related to behaviors that support safety improvement
in the organization. Example items are “I promote
the safety program within the organization” and “I
put in extra effort to improve the safety of the
workplace.” Reliability for the safety participation
measure is 0.79.

The self-reported measures of safety motivation
were also taken from Griffin and Neal (2000). These
measures dichotomize safety motivation along
two continua of motivational measures, namely
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compliance motivation and participation motivation.
This matches the distinction between task and con-
textual performance used with the measures of safety
behavior. Four items pertaining to motivation to
perform safety-related tasks were used to assess
compliance motivation. Example items include “I
believe that it is important to always use safe/standard
work procedures” and ““I believe that it is important
to always use safe/standard procedures.” Reliability
for this measure is 0.91.

Consistent with Griffin and Neal (2000), partici-
pation motivation was also assessed by six items that
measured motivation to participate in activities
supporting the overall level of safety in the
organization. Example items were “I feel that it is
worthwhile to volunteer for safety related tasks™ and
“I believe that it is important to encourage others to
use safe practices.” For our participation motivation
measure, reliability is 0.84.

We collected responses to the following items in
order to control for potential confounding effects on
the perception of ethical climate and safety behavior
of individual employees and to assess the generaliz-
ability of the sample to a larger population: age
(number of years), gender (male, female), and marital
status (married and single).

Table 3 shows a matrix of correlations and sample
statistics of all variables included in the study.

K. Praveen Parboteeah and Edward Andrew Kapp

Analytical procedures

In line with previous research (Griftin and Neal,
2000; Parboteeah et al., 2005), separate factor anal-
yses on items reflecting ethical climates were con-
ducted. Factors were then constructed using the
appropriate items. We also used accepted procedures
for our safety motivation and safety behaviors mea-
sures by averaging the relevant items to create the
appropriate measure. Multiple regression was the
analytical technique used to test Hypotheses 1
through 5. To test the mediation in Hypotheses 6
and 7, Baron and Kenny’s (1986) steps were used.

Results

As noted earlier, factor analysis was used to identify
the particular ethical climates being perceived in
each organization type. However, because there was
interest only in the local climates, only the 12 items
representing the three ethical climate types (4 items
per ethical climate type) were factor analyzed. The
results showed that each of the ethical climate types
(egoist-local, benevolent-local, and principled-local)
loaded cleanly on the relevant 4 items. All climates
have reliabilities above 0.70. Table 4 shows the
results of the factors and the relevant items.

TABLE 3

Correlations and descriptive statistics of variables used in study

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11
1. Age 37.72 1291
2. Gender 75 .89 —.19%%
3. Education 3.59 2.86 .04 20%*
4. Marital status 530 50 26%** — 02 —.01
5. Injuries 14 46 .07 -07 —-.04 .05
6. Safety compliance 4.33 .66 .04 —-.09 -.001-.01 -.10
7. Safety participation 3.90 .70 .03 -.06 -.02 .11*-.06 MK Tk
8. Motivation to 449 64 .14*% —-.08 .09 .02 -.01 S57xk*k 55kkk
comply
9. Motivation to 417 .66 .04 -.01 .01 .02 —-.04 L65%Kkk (5xkk 7 3kkk
participate
10. Egoist-individual  3.27 1.06 —.09 .05 -.03 -02 .01 -.001 .04 -.02 .004
11. Benevolent-local 3.04 .91 .03 .07 04 11 =21%%  16%x  20** 11 A8%*x  — D5kkk
12. Principled-local ~ 3.51 .84 .002 002 —.05 .06 —.16%  27%kk Dekkk  Dakkk 33kkx — 1() 52%%

N = 237; * p<.05; ** p<.01, *¥** p<.0001.
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Table 5 shows the results of the regression
analysis.

Hypotheses 1a, 1b, 2a, 2b, 3a, and 3b were
tested using multivariate regressions (see Models 1,
2 and 3 in Table 5). Hypotheses 1a predicted that
egoism-local is positively related to incidences of
injuries and Hypothesis 1b proposed that the
egoism-local climate that negatively related to
motivation to comply and motivation to participate
in safety activities. Results from Table 5 reject both
hypotheses, as the egoist-local climate is not related
to either form of safety motivation or to incidences
of injuries.

In Hypotheses 2a, we proposed a negative rela-
tionship between the benevolent-local climate and
incidences of injuries. Results from Table 5 support
this hypothesis. However, results reject Hypothesis
2b. The measure of benevolent-local climate had no
relationship with motivation to participate or moti-
vation to comply.

Hypotheses 3a argued for a negative relationship
between the principled-local climate and incidences
of injuries. This hypothesis was not supported, as
there was no relationship between the principled-
local climate and incidences of injuries. Hypothesis
3b proposed a positive relationship between the
principled-local climate and safety motivation. Re-
sults provide support for Hypothesis 3b as the
principled-local climate displays a positive relation-
ship with both motivation to comply and motivation
to participate.

Hypothesis 4 predicted a positive relationship
between safety compliance and motivation to com-
ply. As Table 5 results show (see Model 4),
Hypothesis 4 is supported. In Hypotheses 5, we
posited positive relationships between safety partic-
ipation and motivation to participate. Model 5 from
Table 5 provides support for Hypothesis 5.

Under the guidelines provided by Barron and
Kenny (1986), mediation is shown if the effect of the

TABLE 4

Factor analysis for local ethical climates

Items

Egoist-local

Benevolent-local Principled-local

1. People are expected to do anything
to further the company’s interests
2. Work is considered sub-standard only
when it hurts the company’s interests
3. People are concerned with the company’s
interests — to the exclusion of all else
4. Decisions here are primarily viewed in
terms of contribution to profit
5. The most important concern is the good
of all people in the company
6. Our major consideration is what is best
for everyone in the company
7. People in this company view team
spirit as important
8. People are very concerned about what
is generally best for employees in the company
9. It is very important to follow strictly
the company’s rules and procedures here
10. Everyone is expected to stick by company
rules and procedures
11. Successful people in this company go
by the book
12. Successtul people in this company strictly
obey company policies

712 -213 215
692 —.423 -.002
746 .001 — 144
578 .006 -.108

—.008 806 168

—.004 860 168

—.006 745 144

—.269 790 205

—121 128 845

—.005 112 859
.006 123 629
.002 421 722
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independent variable (ethical climates) on the
dependent variable (safety behaviors) decreases when
the mediator (safety motivation) is added and the
mediator has a significant effect on the dependent
variable. As Table 5 shows, when motivation to
comply is added (Model 7) to Model 6, the regres-
sion coefficients for the only significant climate
(principled-local) is reduced in magnitude. The
mediator had significant effects on safety compliance
thereby providing support for Hypothesis 6.
Hypothesis 7 was also supported, as the coefticient
for the principled-local ethical climate type de-
creased from .17 (p <0.001) to —.04 (not significant)
(see Model 8 and 9). Furthermore, our mediator
(motivation to participate) was positively related to
safety participation.

Discussion

In this article, we examined an important but ne-
glected research question: how are ethical climates
linked to incidences of injuries and workplace safety
behavior? Given the substantial costs to individuals
and organizations associated with unsafe work
practices, it is critical to understand factors contrib-
uting to safety behaviors in the workplace. Using the
popular ethical climate concept as articulated by
Victor and Cullen (1987; 1988) and the task and
contextual performance measures of safety motiva-
tion and behavior suggested by Griffin and Neal
(2000), our results provide support for the position
that principled-local climates are positively related to
safety-enhancing behaviors as mediated by individ-
ual motivation to behave safely. Furthermore, our
results also show the positive effects of a benevolent-
local climate as the latter was negatively related to
incidences of injuries. Such results are noteworthy,
because contrary to previous scholarship (McKendall
et al., 2002), evidence is provided that ethics,
through ethical climates, is indeed linked to safety
behavior.

Consistent with the hypotheses, the measure of
benevolence-local climate was negatively associated
with incidence of injuries. This suggests that the
inherent concern for the welfare and well being of
others translates into an environment whereby
people’s physical well being is important. This result
also supports the latest meta-analysis of ethical

climates suggesting the overwhelming findings of
the positive effects of benevolent climates (Martin
and Cullen, 2006).

It was also expected that benevolent-local climate
would be positively related to two types of safety-
enhancing behavior. A benevolent-local climate
suggests that employees are concerned about the
welfare of their immediate community, such as the
plant, line or shift. The pervading concern for overall
welfare was expected to encourage employees to be
more concerned with safety issues and thus more
likely to be motivated to enhance safety. However,
the benevolent-local climate was unrelated to safety-
enhancing motivation. Such findings are surprising
and this apparent incongruity also demands further
investigation. One potential explanation again re-
volves around the perceived level of injury risk in the
plant. The company from which the sample was
drawn had an excellent safety record. Although
employees indicated some incidences of injuries, they
experienced 250 to over 2100 days without lost time
due to serious injuries. Under these conditions of
long-time spans without serious injuries, safety loses
its association with individuals’ well being and other
issues become more highly associated with colleagues’
well being. Furthermore, the low incidence of injuries
associated with the benevolent-local climate may be
the result of greater emphasis on more costly engi-
neering approaches rather than employee behavior to
control the hazards of the workplace. Such decisions
are not surprising in an organization that cares about ts
employees’ well being.

Principled-local climates, which emphasize the
adherence to company derived rules and procedures,
have the desired predicted associations with com-
pliance and participation motivation and both types
of safety-enhancing behaviors.
comply is directly associated with safety compliance,
and the motivation to participate is directly related to
both safety compliance and safety-participation
behaviors. As predicted, the direct effects of princi-
pled-local climate on safety-enhancing behavior
diminished and become non-significant with the
inclusion of the associated motivation verifying the
mediating roles of motivation to participate and
motivation to comply respectively.

Our results for egoist climates were surprising,
as we were expecting that the focus on self-

Motivation to

interest would be negatively associated with those
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safety-enhancing behaviors commonly unrewarded
by the organization. However, findings show that
the egoist climate is neither related to injuries
nor to safety-enhancing behaviors. We can only
speculate on such findings. Perhaps the promi-
nence of well-developed and well-enforced safety
programs, including elements of engineering con-
trol, administrative control, and personal protective
equipment in manufacturing companies like the
one studied counteract the potential negative
influence of egoism on individual safety behavior.
Furthermore, it is also possible that the focus on
profitability and efficiency typical of egoist-local
climates also encompasses focus on safety. It is
likely that individuals engage in safety-enhancing
behavior at certain times, for example when the
perceived risk of injury reaches a certain threshold
level. Such behavior may be seen at that point as
being consistent with a decrease in the likelihood
of injury, and thus consistent with maximization
of self-interest (Wilde, 1982). However, these
explanations are only speculative and it is hoped
that future research can shed some more light on
these relationships.

Theoretical contribution

Given the previous findings, this article makes some
important contributions. First, we contribute to the
dearth of scholarship examining the link between
ethics and workplace safety (McKendall et al., 2002).
This study is the first one to demonstrate the utility
of the ethical climate concept in explaining work-
place safety behaviors.

Secondly, we also add to the burgeoning per-
spective that workplace safety can be enhanced
through organizational climate (e.g. DeJoy et al,
2004; Griffin and Neal, 2000; Hofmann et al., 2003;
Mearns et al., 2003; Zohar, 1980), rather than
relying solely on the more typical contingent reward
approach based on use of reward and punishment to
encourage safe behavior.

Third, the demonstration of the sustained utility of
ethical climates also makes a contribution to the lit-
erature. The results this study support other studies on
ethical climates as influencing agents of organizational
behavior (e.g., Parboteeah and Cullen, 2005), while
encouraging the continued use of strong organiza-

tional safety policies and procedures to improve
workplace safety (Cohen, 1977; Hoonakker et al,
2005). By providing important evidence that some
forms of ethical climates are related to safety-related
behaviors, this buttresses the argument that organi-
zational norms have important influences on legal and
regulatory compliance behavior.

Finally, the specific finding that principled-local
climates have the highest positive effect on safety-
enhancing behaviors is noteworthy. We believe it
is important to consider such findings in light of
the legal environment of companies. Workplace
safety is enforced by the regulations as promul-
gated under the Occupational Safety and Health
Act (29 U.S.C. § 651 et seq.), and any violations
of the Act or its ensuing regulations can result in
severe fines to organizations. However, such fines
may be substantially reduced if companies can
demonstrate ‘good faith’ efforts. An appropriate
ethics compliance program, which includes ele-
ments related to workplace safety, such as whis-
tleblower protection for those reporting workplace
hazards, may be one such example of a good faith
effort on the part of an employer. As such, our
results are particularly noteworthy. We demon-
strate that ethical climates can “‘serve as a modifier
of motive and opportunity, either prompting or
discouraging organizations from engaging in illegal
behavior” (McKendall et al., 2002, 367), including
workplace safety behaviors.

Practical implications

As ethical climates at the local level tend to be
somewhat controllable by managers, the results of
this study provide suggestions on appropriate ways
that managers can enhance safety performance by
aligning their safety initiatives and ethical climate.
Within egoist-local climates, the norms that
encourage personal gains do not appear to encourage
or discourage safety compliance and safety-partici-
pation behaviors. Therefore, encouraging or sup-
porting the establishment of this climate type within
the organization should be actively opposed if
enhancing safety is a desired outcome. If such a
climate is already established in an organization,
identifying and addressing those factors that influ-
ence the individual’s determination of what is in
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their self-interest to include the personal benefits
from maintaining a safe work environment for the
individual (safety compliance) and his/her colleagues
(safety participation) is in order.

The finding that benevolent-local climates are
negatively related to incidences of injuries signal the
importance of fostering a sense of shared responsi-
bility for coworkers’ well being for the purpose of
reducing work-related injuries. Companies need to
devise systems and structures to build an environ-
ment where employees genuinely care about each
other’s wellbeing.

Our findings for a positive relationship between
principled-local climates and safety are encouraging.
If it is indeed the case that principled-local ethical
climates represent the ideal environment to foster
sustained organizational safety performance, then the
promulgation of societal safety laws and regulations
may not be directly relevant to safety performance,
as some have already suggested (McGarity and
Shapiro, 1993; Mendelhoft, 1980), but rather impact
individual safety performance indirectly through
inducing organizations to establish their own safety
programs. In other words, federal safety standards
and their enforcement provide encouragement to
companies to initiate safety policies, programs and
procedures which in turn provide individual
employees in principled-local climates with local
rules to which organizations can adhere.

The above also suggests that those companies with
climates that encourage their employees to follow
company rules, and have these rules in place, are
more likely to have employees who are concerned
about safety and who engage in self-protective
behaviors and the promotion of safety for others.
Managers are thus encouraged to focus on estab-
lishing and maintaining a principled-local ethical
climate, and fostering adherence to company rules
and procedures while simultaneously maintaining
comprehensive safety policies and procedures.

Limitations and future outlook

The results of this study are collected from five
locations of a single organization dispersed over a
100-mile radius. The racial/ethnic background of
the workers was representative of the population of

this area including Caucasian, African-American,
Asian, and Hispanic individuals, but the generaliz-
ability of the results to a different region or nation is
uncertain. We encourage future research to replicate
our findings in wider samples. Additionally, we did
not examine company safety records per se but
self-reported measures of injuries. It is hoped that
future research can explore actual safety records
and the link with other aspects of ethics such as
ethical codes and ethics training programs. Finally,
our measures were from self-reports at a single
point of time. While a longitudinal design to
understand the evolution of ethical climates and the
relationship with safety was not considered, our
study design is nevertheless consistent with current
approaches.

Future research should examine some of our
more surprising results. For instance, identifying
those additional situational or dispositional factors
that influence the safety-enhancing behaviors by
individuals within an egoistic climate engage de-
serves further investigation. Furthermore, our other
general climates for benevolence and principled
were not related to safety-enhancing behaviors
contrary to what is expected. We encourage future
research to examine these links. Finally, we also
believe that replications in different industries and
examination of actual objective safety records may
be useful.
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