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Abstract

Power and organizational hierarchies are ubiquitous to social institutions that form the foundation
of modern society. Power differentials may act to constrain or enhance people's ability to make
good ethical decisions. However, little scholarly work has examined perceptions of this important
topic. The present effort seeks to address this issue by interviewing academics about hypothetical
ethical problems that involve power differences among those involved. Academics discussed what
they would do in these scenarios, often drawing on their own experiences. Using a think-aloud
protocol, participants were prompted to discuss their reasoning and thinking behind their ethical
decisions. These interview data were content analyzed using a semantic analysis program that
identified a number of distinct ways that academics think about power differences and abuses in
ethical situations. Implications of these findings are discussed.
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Power has been an important feature of social interactions throughout recorded history.
Classically defined as the ability to compel others to do what you want them to do (Dahl,
1957), the construct has been studied across many domains including philosophy,
psychology, sociology, economics, gender studies, and marketing (e.g., Connell, 1987;
Foucault, 1982; Gaski & Nevin, 1985; Mann, 1984; Olson, 2000; Yukl, 2012). Thanks to
such scholarly interest, we have come to a better understanding of how power operates to
shape the world around us.

Earlier scholars such as Marx and Weber (e.g., Gerth & Mills, 1991; Marx, 1978) framed
history as a perpetual conflict between competing classes, a point still argued in more
contemporary work (i.e., Priestland, 2012). Other scholars have argued that history has been
written largely from the view of those in power, which has no doubt influenced our
understanding of the past (e.g., Zinn, 2005). Underlying such thinking is the idea that power
is a ubiquitous aspect of society and a common source of tension in how people have related
to each other.
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Dahl's definition of power implies the requirement that there must be a dyadic relationship
for power to exist, that is, it requires at least two people: somebody who has power, and
somebody over whom to have power. Focusing on power as it relates to interpersonal
relationships, we see a wide literature illustrating how power impacts the lives and
relationships of individuals (e.g., Dunbar & Burgoon, 2005; Oyamot, Fuglestad, & Snyder,
2010). Looking more specifically at power in the workplace, we find a very active literature
examining how power relations operate in organizations and what this means for those
seeking to understand power (e.g., Jermier, Knights, & Nord, 1994; Skarlicki & Folger,
1997). Unsurprisingly, those without power and in lower roles in organizational hierarchies
are often those who experience the negative effects of power relationships such as bullying
and oppressive supervision (Hodson, Roscigno, & Lopez, 2006; Jacoby, 2004; Lively,
2002). The purpose of the present effort is to look at power perceptions in a sample of
academics to identify how they think about power relationships in ethical situations.

Although the negative effects of power have certainly been examined, work has also been
done to understand and broadly classify the distinct types of power that operate in the
workplace. French and Raven (1959) identified five bases of power: coercive, reward,
legitimate, referent, and expert. Coercive power is the use of force (implied or otherwise) to
achieve compliance. Reward power is associated with the ability to give somebody
something they want. Legitimate power often comes from a role or position that has
authority over other people Referent power is often used by role models or people who are
respected. Finally, expert power comes from having large amounts of knowledge or
expertise. Framing power in terms of these sources can help us understand how power can
be used appropriately or abused.

Power Relationships in Organizations

The concept of power implies hierarchies in which some individuals possess more influence
than others in a given situation. It is important to consider that power may act to influence or
bias people that possess it. Accordingly, research has examined some of the underlying
biases common to people in positions of power. For example, people in positions of power
are likely to attend to information that confirms their beliefs (Copeland, 1994), stereotypes
the powerless (Goodwin, Gubin, Fiske, & Yzerbyt, 2000), and distributes rewards in ways
that favor their own powerful groups (Sachdev & Bourhis, 1985, 1991). Considering these
biases, it is unsurprising that power has the potential to be used to negative ends. Business
moguls like Bernard Ebbers and Ken Lay bankrupted once powerful companies. Power is
also commonly used for positive ends (Mumford, 2006). Leaders such as Martin Luther
King Jr. and Franklin D. Roosevelt used their power to make many positive changes in
society. Business leaders such as Lee lacocca and Steve Jobs took companies on the brink of
bankruptcy and turned them into empires.

These power differentials are especially common in organizations. Many organizations,
including academic ones, are ordered in a hierarchical fashion, with some positions having
authority over others, such as the relationship between supervisors and subordinates,
professors over students, or senior professors over junior professors. In fact, some scholars
have argued that organizations are a unique context regarding power differentials because
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the structure and role boundaries in organizations are more clear than in other situations
(Lindsey, Dunbar, & Russell, 2011). This formalization serves to make power differentials
more salient to involved parties.

In many of these relationships, more powerful individuals influence the well-being of less
powerful individuals, placing those less powerful individuals in vulnerable positions. The
more powerful individual is sometimes tasked with supporting the well-being of the more
dependent person, often in a mentoring capacity (Moberg & Velasquez, 2004). Ideally, the
more powerful individual guides the person below him or her in terms of developing,
training, or support. Research suggests these relationships are important, especially
regarding ethical decision making (Gelman & Gibelman, 2002). Although power
differentials serve a valuable role in society, they bring certain complications that should be
recognized regarding ethical decision making.

Power Abuses in Organizations

Many ethical breaches in organizations can be traced to normal individuals following the
orders of a more powerful figure. Many people in high-profile cases such as Enron
Corporation and Arthur Anderson attempted to abdicate responsibility, with some juries
explicitly noting that defendants lower in the organizational hierarchy were only following
orders (Murphy, 2007). These events have two important implications relating to power
differentials. First, they suggest that most people are capable of behaving unethically in
response to authority, a finding recreated in the laboratory by Milgram (1963) and since
replicated (Burger, 2009; Haney, Banks, & Zimbardo, 1973). In these studies, normal people
performed actions they would not have believed themselves to be capable of, such as
administering painful electrical shocks to other study participants. The second important
implication is that the behavior of those in power is often unchecked by subordinates. For
instance, if a supervisor commonly relies on coercive power, that individual's subordinates
may rightfully fear that reporting ethical breaches by superiors will jeopardize their careers.
If a manager relies primarily on expert power, subordinates may defer to their expertise on
matters and assume the manager is not doing anything inappropriate. Although there exist
other checks from peers or other sources, subordinates are often in the best position to
observe their supervisors.

Perceptions of an environment influence behavior. Indvik and Johnson (2009) argued that
lying will be a more common occurrence in a work environment than in the home because
the workplace is viewed as more impersonal, a perception that would make unethical
behavior more common in the workplace. In an impersonal environment we may feel less
accountable for our actions, or may view the potential gains from unethical behavior as more
salient. Perceptions also act as a powerful influence on behavior when power differentials
are involved (Roloff & Cloven, 1990). The perceptions of power differentials are partly
driving how people behavior in ethical situations, not solely the formal power differentials
themselves. Recognizing that power hierarchies have a significant influence on how people
behave in organizations, surprisingly little research has addressed this topic from the
perspective of professional ethics.
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Academia is one setting that can help us understand this important issue for organizations.
Universities are organized to operate as if there were many small organizations embedded
within a larger system. The opinions and perceptions of those in academic organizations can
help us gain insight into how working professionals view power relationships. A first step to
researching this topic is to gain a better understanding of how power differentials are
actually viewed by such working professionals. Therefore, this study addresses the question
of how academics view power relationships.

To address this research question a diverse set of academics were interviewed in relation to
their responses on a measure of ethical decision making in the sciences. The interview itself
was part of a larger effort to better understand several issues related to research or scientific
ethics. Using content analysis, interviews were reviewed to identify themes in participants'
discussion of power relationships.

Sixty-four faculty members from the University of Oklahoma agreed to participate in our
study. This sample consisted of 37 men and 27 women, including 15 assistant professors, 28
associate professors, 20 full professors, and one adjunct professor. The research
professionals were grouped into six broad categories: biological sciences, physical sciences,
social sciences, health sciences, performance (e.g., drama, music, poetry), and humanities
(e.g., history, philosophy). Graduate liaisons from many departments were given a short
presentation regarding the nature of the study. In turn, participants were nominated by their
graduate liaison from each department to participate. Participants at this point would be
asked via e-mail if they would agree to take part in the study.

Ethical Decision-Making Measure

In this study, power differentials were examined in the context of ethical decision making in
order to understand the unique effects of power on the ethical dilemmas faced by academics.
To prime participants to discuss ethical issues, participants were asked to complete an
ethical decision-making instrument developed by Mumford et al. (2006), addressing four
general dimensions of professional ethical behavior—data management, study content,
professional practices, and business practices. The previously written instrument presented
scenarios involving ethical dilemmas in each of these general dimensions for each of the
broad areas. Contextual material was adjusted for each of the professional areas in our
sample, but the ethical issues embedded in the dilemmas presented were the same. Each of
the six instruments presented between four and seven scenarios, each with three to five
corresponding questions. An example item is shown in Figure 1. Each participant selected
two out of eight responses, all of which reflected responses to the ethical dilemma described
in the item. Construct validity evidence, including convergent and discriminant validity, as
well as correlations with expected causes and outcomes of ethical decisions, can be found in
Mumford et al. (2006) and Antes et al. (2007).
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Participants completed their field-specific ethical decision-making task through an online
survey tool, Qualtics. Upon the completion, tests were scored by totaling the responses to
each question into an average score for each scenario. During the validation of this measure,
each potential response was rated by subject-matter experts as displaying high, medium, or
low ethicality, which corresponded to 1, 2, or 3 points, for scoring purposes. A mean
scenario score was calculated by averaging all of the response scores from each scenario.
Scenarios on which participants scored significantly higher or significantly lower than their
average ethicality score (calculated as a half standard deviation above their mean or a half
standard deviation below their mean ethicality score) were selected for inclusion in the
interview. The half standard deviation cutoff was practically, and not theoretically, based.
Using this cutoff ensured that each participant would have one or two scenarios that
qualified for significantly above or below their personal means. Scenarios on which a
participant performed especially high or especially low were expected to elicit especially
rich discussion, as described next. The purpose of using these critical incidents was to obtain
a wide range of responses to explore power perceptions across a range of ethical decision
making (i.e., low to high).

Think-Aloud Interviews

Approximately one week following the completion of the online instrument, participants
were interviewed regarding the thinking behind the solutions they had selected for the
various dilemmas presented in the scenarios for which they scored above or below their
overall average. Interviewers were blind as to whether a scenario being discussed was
solved well or poorly. Talking through their reasoning served as a springboard for more
wide-ranging discussion by participants about the issue at hand. To encourage more
thorough and thoughtful responses, interviewers used several probe questions. These probe
questions were grouped into two categories: general questions and deep questions. A
comprehensive list of probe questions can be found in Table 1. General questions were
broad queries that were asked with the intention of letting the participants explain their
reasoning and thinking with as little structure as possible. Examples of a general probe
question would be, “How did you arrive at those answers?” and “What were your thoughts
when you chose this answer?” Deep questions were asked to help more reticent or concise
interviewees elaborate on their original explanations. Examples of a deep probe question
would be something along the lines of “What dilemma did you see with these answers?” and
“When have you seen someone in a similar scenario make poor decisions? What did they do
or not do?” No direct questions related to power and power relationships were asked to
avoid unnecessarily priming participants. Instead, power was often an important aspect of
the scenarios and participants would raise the issue organically, without any prompting by
interviewers.

The interviewers were doctoral students familiar with the ethical decision-making literature.
Training for these individuals was conducted over a 2-month period before any actual
interviews took place. Interviewers first practiced interviewing each other and recorded
these interviews for review. After sufficient practice with each other, the four interviewers
practiced interviewing two volunteer faculty otherwise uninvolved with the research project.
All actual interviews were recorded and subsequently transcribed.
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Content Analysis

Results

Interview transcripts were content analyzed using semantic analysis software, NVivo 10, to
identify the presence of discussions relating to power differentials. To facilitate this
processes, keywords were generated that would help in the identification of such discussions
(Fielding & Lee, 1998). A preliminary list of keywords related to power differentials were
written and run through NVivo. This process identified where a participant discussed power
differentials and helped discover new keywords for future searches. After this process, a list
of keywords was reviewed by subject-matter experts in the area of ethical decision making
and altered according to their suggestions. This panel of subject-matter experts was
composed of a chaired professor, a full professor, and an associate professor. A list of these
keywords can be found in Table 2. Keywords would include searches for terms such as
“coercive” or “power differential.” Qualitative analysis software, NVivo 10, was used to
search interview text. Sections where the keywords were found were exported from NVivo
and assessed for relevance. Relevance was determined through a review of the context in all
instances where keywords were used by interviewees. The paragraph containing the
keyword was read and, if there was ambiguity as to whether the quote was relevant,
surrounding paragraphs were examined. Excerpts relating to power differentials were sorted
into tentative categories based on common perspectives or framing and themes within each
perspective. Overarching themes were subsequently presented to the same group of subject-
matter experts that reviewed the original list of keywords. These themes were reviewed to
confirm the interpretations and thematic groupings.

Nvivo identified 45 text excerpts relevant to power differentials. Of the 64 total participants,
27 participants returned no hits, 30 returned one hit, six returned two hits, and one returned
three hits. These 45 excerpts were arranged into three general types of framing, which were
further classified into subcategories. The three frames and seven subcategories can be
viewed in Table 3. It was possible for participants to speak from multiple frames of
reference (e.g., talk about power differentials from perspective of subordinate in one
situation and as an authority figure in another) in their interviews, though this was rare and
only occurred in a couple of cases.

When discussing ethical dilemmas involving power differentials, each participant implicitly
took a specific view of the situation as either a superior, peer, or subordinate. That is,
interviewees would not say that they were going to discuss a topic as if they were a
subordinate, but it could be understood from their explanations. These implicit frames of
reference influenced the ways in which power differentials were discussed. Although several
themes were identified, they were embedded in the perspectives from which participants
viewed the situation. As such, themes were grouped according to the three possible frames
of reference they could take in a situation. Passages used to illustrate the themes were
rendered as paraphrases to protect participant identify (i.e., there are no direct quotes of
participants in this article), while accurately reflecting the thoughts and tone of the
interviewees.
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Authority Framing

Some participants responded to these questions from an authority-figure perspective. One
view expressed by these participants in the context of ethical scenarios involving power
differentials is that authority places an obligation on the person in charge. Positions of power
are viewed as a responsibility and often discussed in the context of protecting or mentoring
subordinates. In addition to whatever other responsibilities they may have, those with
authority must constantly be thinking about their subordinates. The relationship that a person
in power has with a subordinate is viewed as especially important in ethical situations
because people using this perspective believe that their positions give them an ethical
responsibility to protect those with less power. This protective view can be seen in remarks
such as, “We have a responsibility as educators and mentors to help them make good
decisions. We can't make the decisions for them, but we can help them make informed
choices” or “When | started my career, | didn't realize how much influence an advisor has on
their graduate students. | was lucky that I had such a good mentor but oftentimes people
don't realize if somebody is taking advantage of them [graduate students].” These
paraphrases demonstrate an understanding that authority figures have both significant power
over subordinate and insight and wisdom that the subordinate may not possess.

The second view is more authoritarian, that is, authority gives us power over people. In this
view, authority is a reward for building up expertise and experience in a field. Responsibility
will gradually be increased over the course of a successful career, and individuals over
whom one has power exist to help one's career. The following paraphrase illustrates this
view of power: “I'm in charge in this situation, so basically I can say, this is my decision,
and this is the way that it is going to be. And my decision is final. You can complain about
it, but ultimately, I'm the boss.” Another illustrative remark would be, “We are in a position
where we have control over the careers of other people. And it's a powerful position. And if
we don't like somebody, it can be detrimental to someone's career.” Like participants
exhibiting the perspective that authority is a responsibility, participants with the more
authoritarian view recognize that they have significant power over subordinates. Where they
differ is in their view of power. The authoritarian view sees power as having control and the
final word over the careers of subordinates.

Subordinate Framing

In the subordinate framing, participants took the perspective of a subordinate figure. The
first common theme was to defer to existing channels to deal with abuse and violations of
policy. In this framing, abuse and violations of policy would originate with those in
positions of power over the participant. People expressing this opinion would say something
like, “You need to remove yourself from such [ethically loaded] situations as quickly as
possible. I would just report it to my department chair and let him deal with it. Explain the
situation and hopefully he can take care of it” or “The solution is to take the problem to
somebody in a position of authority. Report it [ethical misconduct] to the IRB. The
important thing is to report it to the appropriate authority.” The underlying thinking across
this theme was to remove oneself from the situation as quickly as possible, often passing
responsibility to people in positions to deal with the situation, that is, other people with
legitimate power relevant to the ethical situation at hand. There would be recognition of an
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ethical dilemma, as well as an understanding that although one may not personally be in a
position to deal with an abuse of power, they should report it to somebody that could.

The second theme was to, as a subordinate, submit to authority. This method for dealing
with ethical dilemmas involving power differentials basically related to keeping one's head
down if one receives pressure to do something unethical. These excerpts are representative:
“The cost of angering my advisor would be too great. If what he was asking was not too bad
I would probably just go through with it. I mean, it's important that he trusts me and | would
not want to jeopardize that over little disputes” or “If a higher-up was pressuring me to
change a grade for a student or something | would just do it. Honestly, it's just not a battle
worth fighting. There's probably a good reason they're asking me to do it and it's not like it
costs me anything.” This rather cynical, or perhaps pragmatic, view of power differentials
suggests that some individuals are consciously aware of the fact that they will submit to
performing unethical behaviors if it protects their self-interests. This finding is potentially of
great importance because it suggests a bias toward maintaining the status quo or perhaps an
overly pragmatic method of solving ethical dilemmas. Rather than seeing abuses of power as
something to be confronted, this perspective suggests that some people are consciously
aware of the fact that they would turn a blind eye to ethical breaches in the workplace.

The distinction between somebody submitting to authority and one deferring to existing
channels is potentially subtle. It could be argued that deferring to existing channels is
another form of submitting to authority. Both framings are an attempt to deal with a conflict
in which power differentials are an issue, but the way of addressing the issue appears to be
quite different. In the submitting to authority framing, an individual submits to the authority
figure that is causing the problem. Deferring to existing channels, on the other hand, often
entails contacting an authority figure or institution outside of the current situation, almost as
if to recruiting another authority to help address the issue.

The third theme was that of resisting power and standing your ground. This theme is the
opposite of the second theme of submitting to authority. A person espousing this view might
say something like, “I would never put my career in front of my values. | don't think
everybody feels this way, but in general even if somebody has power over me I'll still do
what | believe is right, even if it might hurt me” or “Sometimes you just have to do what you
think is right. It might anger some people when you do it, but most of them will respect you
for it in the future. You will find yourself placed in fewer compromising situations in the
future when you stand your ground. If you compromise your beliefs people will walk all
over you.” This perspective is almost the opposite of those who would simply submit to
authority. Somebody taking this perspective believes that they would actively stand up
against somebody if they recognized somebody abusing their power.

The fourth and final theme emerging under the subordinate framing was recognizing
complexity in power relationships. This view of power differentials is something of a middle
ground between submitting to power and standing your ground. Remarks along these lines
are, “You could just go and report the behavior, but this would be damaging to a lot of
people. | would probably sit down and have a talk with a few people and see if we can work
things out. There are official channels but those are something of a last resort. If | can solve
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the issue without drawing attention to it, | think that's a preferable outcome” or “Sometimes
you see things that you don't personally agree with, but you have to weigh the cost of taking
action along with the risk of not doing anything. I hate to say it, but from a career
standpoint, there is some value in overlooking some minor infractions.” This perspective
emphasizes a sort of contingency approach for which the response must be in accordance
with the ethical dilemma.

Overall, those discussing ethical dilemmas from the perspective of a subordinate viewing an
abusive authority figure had the most different perspectives with regard to how to manage
the situation as compared to the other two types of framing. The diversity of opinions may
reflect a lack of consensus for how to view power differentials. This finding may be
indicative of a lack of understanding for how best to proceed in ethical situations. Although
there may be guidelines or training that exist to help educate or inform people of the proper
methods and approaches, the point remains that academics have a wide range of views on
how best to proceed in such situations. This could also potentially reflect differences in prior
exposure to, and dealing with, unethical behavior and individual differences influencing
perception (e.g., moral sensitivity).

Peer Framing

One theme emerged when the interviewee took the perspective of a peer: living with peers in
spite of their perceived flaws. Participants who took the perspective of a peer primarily
noted difficulties in bringing up ethical issues when they noticed peers engaging in unethical
behavior. Sample remarks to illustrate this theme are as follows: “Most of these situations
appear to be between a graduate student and a faculty member, but what about when you're a
faculty member and you see other faculty doing fraudulent things? It goes on a lot, and even
if there isn't a power differential between the two faculty, it's still not easy to report” or “I
see power differentials all the time in my career. Faculty ask their graduate students to
volunteer for lots of things they would not otherwise do. What is the student supposed to do?
It's a common problem but | don't think it's something we like to talk about.” Being a peer to
somebody committing an ethical violation is a notable perspective because one may be more
likely to have the expertise and knowledge to recognize when an abuse is occurring. People
with this perspective understand that power differentials are at the root of some problems
but mostly would rather avoid addressing the issue when it does not directly involve them.
That is, they will stay out of an ethically loaded situation when it does not explicitly concern
them. This perspective is perhaps a common view but not the most beneficial for
maintaining high ethical standards in a large institution.

Discussion

Implications

Academics have many different views and perspectives on power relationships. Regarding
our research question, there are several key findings in the present study. First, participants
were able to recognize that power differentials can result in power abuses in ethical
situations. Regardless of the perspective taken, participants often expressed an internal
tension regarding how to handle these problems. The power of academics comes from many
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sources; for example, they are often experts in their field, that is, they have expert power.
Their positions give them power over both undergraduate and graduate students, so they
have legitimate power. Through committees, they often have some limited influence over
their peers, especially younger peers, through reward power, and many successful academics
have some referent power that can help them in collaborations with other academics. With
so many potential sources of power it should be clear that who has power in a given
situation can often be a gray area among academics.

A second notable finding is that power differentials operate differently depending on how
one frames power relationships. Discussions of power differentials in this sample took three
perspectives: the senior person in a power hierarchy, the junior person in a power hierarchy,
and a peer. Power differentials are viewed as more of a concern from the view of a
subordinate as compared to the person with power. This finding is perhaps best illustrated by
participants taking the perspective of a peer to somebody with power—that is, people tend to
trust themselves with power, but they do not as easily trust other people.

There appears to be a lot of diversity in perceptions of how subordinates should handle these
situations. When there is conflict in a power hierarchy, how should situations be resolved?
Should people defer to existing channels? Stand up for what they think is right? Submit to
power? These different options are not necessarily mutually exclusive, but they may bring
about different outcomes for individuals and institutions. The diversity of responses to this
issue may reflect some type of contingency approach. That is, different actions may be
appropriate or successful in any given situation. People are likely to behave in ways that
have been successful in the past; thus, different frames of reference may simply reflect
historical strategies that have previously proven beneficial. Regardless of this fact, the
ambiguity of many ethically loaded situations presents challenges to people in situations
involving power differentials.

Although people often trust themselves to be ethical in situations in which they have power,
they are less trusting of their peers. People may be suffering from the illusory superiority
bias (Hoorens, 1995). People have an inflated view of their projected selves (Brown, 2005).
They believe they would act ethically in a hypothetical situation while being more
pessimistic about how their peers may behave. No participants expressed a fear that they
were abusing their power, though it was very common for participants to make the point that
they had seen abuses of power throughout their careers (i.e., while they were earlier in their
careers as well as to the present day), a finding consistent with attribution theory (Kelley,
1967). People may have been making internal attributions when thinking about the behavior
of others while not acknowledging the role of external influences. The point that participants
believed themselves to be above reproach on ethical issues may reflect a sort of impression
management on the part of participants, that is, they may not want to detail any misconduct
of their own in an interview. A more plausible explanation is that our participants believe
themselves to be above average at making ethical decisions.

Those in positions of authority may not be fully aware of how power differentials and
potential abuses are viewed by subordinates. Also, subordinates may not know how to
handle ethical dilemmas involving those with more power than themselves, in part because
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they don't always grasp the complexities of power relationships in ethical situations. Both of
these potential issues can be addressed through integration of discussion of power
perceptions and potential abuses and how to deal with them into formal and informal
training. From the perspective of formal training, ethics training programs may benefit from
sections dedicated to explaining the influences of authority figures and power differentials
and how they constrain effective ethical decision making. Gunsalus (1998) gave similar
advice, recommending that orientation programs be implemented to help make people aware
of the power they may wield. He also made the point that formal processes become more
important as the power differential involved in a situation is increased (e.g., an
undergraduate raising concerns about a star faculty member). This type of intervention
focusing on power differentials could be implemented through training on the types of
protection and resources available to people reporting ethical breaches or even information
gathering techniques focused on helping people more fully understand all aspects of a
situation.

Informally, we should not solely rely on mentors to pass on this information, but it could
potentially be integrated into the professional norms and standards in a discipline. Most
disciplines already have codes of conduct and ethical guidelines (Center for Business Ethics,
1992), so it is not a large step to say that these could address issues relating to power
differentials beyond the specific domains of sexual harassment and bullying in the
workplace, both of which may already address power differentials to some degree.

Limitations and Future Research

A number of limitations should be noted. First, there may have been response biases in the
types of thoughts and stories participants were willing to share. It is possible that
interviewees felt pressure to respond in a way that portrayed themselves in a positive
manner, though this limitation did not seem evident. Many participants expressed rather
open or blunt perspectives on power differentials. Second, participants' discussions may
have been constrained by the use of preexisting scenarios, that is, discussions may not have
been fully representative of their own personal experiences with power abuses in academia.
We believe this limitation to not be a significant problem, because the scenarios often led to
deeper discussions of personal experiences similar to the scenarios. Along these lines,
limitations should be noted in that 27 participants did not discuss anything that related to
power differentials. The scenarios may have been too subtle if so much of the sample did not
find it relevant to discuss power differentials. Another limitation is that this study does not
shed light on which power perspectives and themes are more ethical than others. Answering
this question requires more empirical research.

Although the present study may provide some better understanding of the types of ways
academics understand power relationships in ethical decision situations, more work needs to
be done in this area. One potential area would be to use alternative methods to examine the
same issue. Whereas think-aloud protocols may provide rich and descriptive information
about what academics think about the issue, they do not necessarily provide information
regarding the prevalence of each theme. Also, this method is inherently retrospective and
can describe only what is, not what should be. Thus, future research could seek to answer
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the question of what type of thinking regarding power could be more effective in coming to
good ethical decisions. Last, efforts should be made to more explicitly understand how the
different bases of power (French & Raven, 1959) influence ethical decision making. For
example, does the specific source of power a leader uses most often influence the likelihood
of a subordinate to report unethical behavior? How should an individual go about
understanding whether a leader relying on expert power is behaving ethically?

The goal of the present effort was to gain a better understanding of how academics view
power differentials in ethical situations. Using qualitative analysis, several important themes
were identified that provide initial evidence for the differing views on this complicated
relationship. Notably, views on this topic are surprisingly diverse. This reflects the
complicated nature of power perceptions and suggests that there may be a need for more
professional discussion and training to better understand the impact of power differentials in
ethical situations. In addition, future research is needed to better understand causal
relationships of power perceptions to actual ethical behavior.
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Scenario: Branson Leary is a fifth-year graduate student working on a National Institutes of
Health (NIH) grant to develop new behavioral treatments for autistic children. The grant team
consists of several other graduate students who work under Dr. Jones, a well-respected senior
researcher specializing in early interventions for children with developmental disorders. The data
from the NIH project are needed to support a new grant proposal due in three weeks, so the
group has been working long hours for the past several months. The team has just finished
collecting and analyzing the data.

Question: Jones has reviewed a manuscript prepared by Branson and returns it to him with quite
a few substantive comments. Additionally, Jones has changed the authorship, listing himself
first, then several faculty members, then Branson and the other graduate students who worked on
the project. Branson originally understood that he would be first author on the manuscript, given
his extensive contribution to the project and the writing of the paper, as well as the fact that he
expected the publication before he graduates. How should Branson handle this authorship issue?
Choose two from the following:

a. Considering that the changes were substantial, submit the revised manuscript with the
revised authorship order. (M)

b. List himself as the second author when he revises the manuscript, followed by the other
faculty and grad students on the project. (L)

c. Ask Jones about the possibility of Jones being first author and himself being second
author. (M)

d. After consulting professional guidelines, try to make a compelling case to Jones that
Branson should be the first author. (H)

e. File a petition with the graduate dean in response to Jones’s unfair treatment of him. (L)

f. Discuss the revised order with one of the other faculty on the project. (M)
Discuss the issue with Jones and ask him to consider returning the authorships to the
original order. (H)

h. Reduce the size of the authorship list by only including students who worked on the
project for at least one year. (L)

Figure 1.
Sample scenario and question from the social science ethical decision-making measure.

Note. H, M, and L refer to ratings of high, medium, and low ethicality. The ratings were not
visible to participants.
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Table 1

General Questions

Deep Questions

Guide me through the thought .
process behind your answers.

What were your thoughts when

you chose this answer?

How did you arrive at those

answers?

What sticks out to you about

this situation?

What did you see as the primary dilemma in this issue?

What were some things that stuck out to you about this question?
What outcomes did you consider when you selected your answers?
How did your professional expertise help you to choose your answers?
How was this scenario relevant to you?

What factors did you consider when you chose those answers?

What dilemma did you see with these answers?

Was this question easy or difficult to answer? Why?

When have you seen someone in a similar scenario make poor decisions? What did
they do or not do?

What profession guidelines did you think about when working through this
exercise?
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Power Relationships Keywords

Pressure

Pressure from
Seniority
Subordinate
Power

Power differential
Role
“Responsibility as”
Obligation
Coerced
Coercive
Forced
Compel
Constrain
Insist

Push around
Twist arm
Constraint
Requirement
Stake career
Higher-ups
Boss

Supervisor

Ethics Behav. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 October 27.

Table 2

Page 17



1duosnue Joyiny vd-HIN 1duosnue Joyiny vd-HIN

1duasnuely Joyny vd-HIN

Gibson et al.

Table 3
Text Findings

Frame 1: Authority Framing (10 participants total)
. Authority is a responsibility (7 participants)

. Authority gives us power over people (3 participants)

Frame 2: Subordinate Framing (28 participants total)
. Defer to existing channels to deal with abuse (13 participants)
. Submit to authority (5 participants)
. Resist power/stand your ground (5 participants)

. Be political/watch your words (5 participants)

Frame 3: Peer Framing (7 participants)

. Living with peers in spite of their perceived flaws (7 participants)
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