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When appraising the ethicality of another person’s decision, individuals tend to
take the valence of the consequences as a basis for their judgment. Specifically, an

ethically dubious decision tends to be more acceptable when the consequences are
displayed as positive. This paper discusses the results of observation of the effect of
accountability to unknown third parties on this process. Results from an experimental
study (N=251) indicate that individuals under process accountability tend to be more
severe in their judgment of the acceptability of other’s ethically dubious decisions
than the non-accountable ones and those who are under outcome accountability,
but only when the decision’s consequences are displayed as positive or neutral. This
effect does not occur when the consequences of the decision are seen as negative.
In this case, people tend to consider the decision ethically unacceptable, regardless
of whether or not they’re held accountable to unknown constituents. These tendencies are independent of the individual differences in the propensity to make
cognitive effort in problem analysis. Results are discussed from the perspective of
decision making in organizations, and their possible relevance to the establishment
of mechanisms to increase the scrutiny of the ethicality of decisions.
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The current global economic crisis, preceded by numerous scandals at formerly
renowned financial institutions, has demonstrated the failure of many legal measures unleashed in response to cases that, in the early years of the new millennium,
had involved companies like Enron, Tyco, WorldCom, among others. Legal texts such
as the Sarbanes-Oxley Act in the United States, or the Loi sur la Sécurité Financière
in France don't seem to have been effective in the prevention of behavior ethical
failings. Even the establishment of specific “ethical infrastructures” (Tenbrunsel,
Smith-Crowe & Umphress, 2003) in organizations, such as the codes of conduct,
does not seem to be enough to ensure ethical integrity of organizations.
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