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The cognitive bases of ethical behavior

Abstract:

It seems obvious that the way that people understand and think about
the organizational environment they are in influences the type of
behavior they enact. Yet, we know very little about how cognitive
representations affect ethical (e.g., being truthful, helping others) or
unethical (e.g., stealing, lying) behaviors. One deep-level cognitive
variable that particularly determines such understanding is construal
level, that is, the level of abstraction of our mental representations
(Liberman & Trope, 2008, 2014; Wiesenfeld, Reyt, Brockner, &
Trope, 2017). Abstract representations (i.e. high level construals)
allow you to take a mental step back and see the broad picture. In
contrast, concrete representations (i.e. low level construals) are more
detailed and allow you to remain in the moment.

Unfortunately, prior work studying construal level (or proxies of it,
such as psychological distance) in the context of ethical or prosocial
behavior found inconsistent and apparently opposite effects. For
instance high (vs. low) construal level promotes a focus on benefitting
the collective (Stillman, Fuijita, Sheldon, & Trope, 2018) but also
decreased empathic concerns (Woltin, Corneille, Yzerbyt, & Foérster,
2011). Furthermore, some research finds that high (vs. low) construal
level (or psychological distance) leads to more severe judgments of
moral transgressions, while other research finds the opposite or no
effect (Eyal, Liberman, &Trope, 2008; Gong & Medin, 2012; van
Dijke, van Houwelingen, De Cremer, & De Schutter, 2018; Zezelj &
Jokic, 2014).

The proposed PhD project is based on the premise that to
understand how construal level is related to ethical or prosocial
behavior, it is necessary to understand that multiple psychological
processes (e.g., awareness of need, evaluation of tangible and
intangible costs and benefits, evaluation of concordance with values,
perceived efficacy) unfold when these types of behavior are enacted.
These different processes cannot all be linked with construal level in
a simple and straightforward way (e.g., in the sense that “high
construal level is better”). Instead, high and low construal level serve
distinct self-regulatory functions and these functions link in unigue
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ways with the aforementioned processes. Moreover, because the
various processes involved in driving ethical and prosocial behavior
unfold on a moment to moment basis, the roles of high and low
construal level should also be studied on a moment to moment basis.

The research questions will, first, be tested in (laboratory and online)
experiments, which emphasize in particular the induction of
differences in construal level over time within the same participants.
Second, the generalizability of these findings to work organizations
will be studied using Experience Sampling Methodology (ESM). This
method involves measuring daily experiences and behaviors of
employees and managers in the work context, and testing how these
experiences and behaviors unfold over time.
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Requirements of Background: Management / Business with a focus on Organizational
candidate: Behavior; social or organizational psychology; behavioral economics.
Regardless of specific background, research experience (e.g.
laboratory experiments, surveys, ESM studies) and the statistics
required to analyze the resulting data (i.e., ANOVA, OLS regression,
Hierarchical Linear Modeling) is required. Excellent communication
skills for both writing and speaking in English are expected.
Candidates are expected to be in the top segment of their class with
respect to their grades and must show interest in an academic
career.

Master’s degree: Yes

EUR requirement: IELTS: 7.5 (min. 6.0 for all subs.) or TOEFL: 100
(internet) or 600 (paper) and GMAT-test or GRE-test: 85%.

Supervisor Prof. Dr. Marius van Dijke
information: mvandijke@rsm.nl
https://www.erim.eur.nl/people/marius-van-dijke/
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2020 CSC-PhD programme information will be shared and updated online:
https://www.eur.nl/en/about-eur/erasmus-university-china-center-0/csc-scholarship/prospective-
phd-candidates
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