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Introduction 

PwC reported that in 2014 nearly one in five organizations (eighteen percent) experienced fraud that had an impact of 
between one million dollars and $100 million (Crumbley et al., 2017, 3–2).  The answers to reversing the trend could 
include prevention and detection.  Prevention involves implementation of internal controls and the monitoring of those 
controls to reduce opportunities of fraud.  Fraud detection involves proactively searching for fraud.  This study focuses on 
one method that has been effective in the detection of fraud: whistleblowing. 

Detecting and reporting fraud is an important part of reducing fraud.  One of the biggest problems in the past, however, 
has been the lack of willingness to blow the whistle on fraud.  According to prior research, professional accountants were 
not willing to whistleblow (Clements and Shawver, 2011a; Clements and Shawver, 2011b) for many reasons (Clements, 
2005).  However, Seifert et al., (2010) identify that many of the frauds over the past decade were not identified by external 
auditors, but by employees who were privy to accounting information.  In fact, according to Crumbley et al., “most fraud 
surveys show that external auditors are not successful in finding major fraud” for a variety of reasons (2017, 4–6).  
Instead, frauds have been uncovered by professional accountants within the organization, such as in the cases of Enron 
and WorldCom by so-called whistleblowers Sherron Watkins and Cynthia Cooper, respectively.  To understand why 
professional accountants may choose to whistleblow, we presented three instances of organizational fraud (one for each of 
the three organizational fraud classifications according to the ACFE) to a group of accountants (please refer to Appendix 
B) in order to explore whether the whistle should be blown (moral judgment) and whether they believed it would be 
blown (moral intention) and why (either because of perceived overall harm or perceived societal pressure).     

Our study is based upon the four-component ethical decision-making model of Rest (1986), and Jones’ 1991 model of 
moral intensity.  The Rest model is utilized to determine whether the whistle should be blown (moral judgment) and/or 
would be blown (moral intention).  The Jones’ model is utilized to explore why.   

The remainder of this article is designed as follows.  First, a literature review defines whistleblowing and explains the 
Rest (1986) and Jones’ (1991) models.  Next, the methodology of the study is explained.  The final two sections include 
the results and conclusions.   

Literature Review 

This study explores if professional accountants should and would blow the whistle (moral judgment and moral intention to 
whistleblow) when faced with unethical actions of others, and why (perceived overall harm and perceived societal 
pressure).  We begin by defining and explaining whistleblowing.  Next, we describe the ethical decision-making process 
according to Rest (1969) and how it relates to judgment and intention to blow the whistle on unethical behaviors.  To 
explore why the whistle should and would be blown we begin with the Jones (1991) model of moral intensity which 
attempts to explain the need to whistleblow.  Finally, we explain the Singhapakdi et al., 1996 model that takes Jones’ six 
components and factors them into two constructs (perceived overall harm and perceived societal pressure) which are 
utilized in this study. 

Whistleblowing 

There are a variety of definitions of whistleblowing.  Wiktionary defines whistleblowing as “the disclosure to the public 
or to authorities, such as by an employee, of wrongdoing.”  Investopedia states that “a whistleblower is anyone who has 
and reports insider knowledge of illegal activities occurring in an organization.  Whistleblowers can be employees, 
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suppliers, contractors, clients or any individual who somehow becomes aware of illegal activities taking place in a 
business either through witnessing the behavior or being told about it” (Investopedia 2016).  For this study we use the 
Miceli et al., (1991) definition: “the disclosure by organizational members of illegal, immoral, or illegitimate 
organizational acts or omissions to parties who can take action to correct the wrongdoing”.   

One area of prior research has attempted to determine individual characteristics of who blows the whistle and why it 
would be blown (Miceli and Near, 1992; Miceli et al., 1991; Miceli and Near, 1984; Miceli et al., 1988; Miceli and Near, 
1991; Near and Miceli, 1995; Curtis and Taylor, 2009; Alpern, 1982; Pletta, 1986; Ahern and McDonald, 2002).  The 
most relevant of these to our study is Miceli et al., (1991) who found that directors of internal auditing were less likely to 
report incidents of wrongdoing “when they did not feel compelled morally or by role prescription to do so, when they 
evaluated their job performance as below average, or when they were employed by highly bureaucratic organizations.  
Also, the auditors were more likely to report incidents to external agencies (as opposed to authorities within the 
organization) when they felt that the public or their co-workers were harmed by the wrongdoing, the wrongdoing involved 
theft by relatively low-level workers, there were few other observers, or the organization was highly regulated” (1991, 
113).  

Although there are many studies that explore whistleblowing, there are only a handful of studies exploring the effects of 
moral intensity on whistleblowing intentions within an accounting context.  Shawver (2008) found that accounting 
students are more likely to whistleblow for situations involving higher materiality levels (magnitude of consequences).  
Curtis and Taylor (2009) suggest auditors’ likelihood of whistleblowing relates positively to moral intensity (measured as 
a combination of the whistleblower’s perceptions of seriousness of the act and personal responsibility for reporting it).  In 
a study of CPAs, Clements and Shawver (2011a) find that perceived societal pressure was significant for whistleblowing 
intention, while Shawver (2011) finds that perceived overall harm and perceived societal pressure are significant when 
evaluating whistleblowing intentions for situations involving reducing bad debts through questionable actions in a sample 
of IMA members.  This study extends a similar methodology to include one scenario in each of the categories of 
organizational fraud listed in the ACFE’s Report to the Nations (2016):  asset misappropriation, financial statement fraud, 
and corruption (please refer to Appendix B). 

Ethical Decision-Making (Rest 1986) 

The ethical decision-making model published by Rest (1986) posits that there are four steps that occur in moral behavior.  
The four steps are: 

1. Moral sensitivity, in which a person makes “some sort of interpretation of the particular situation in terms of 
what actions were possible, who (including oneself) would be affected by each course of action, and how the 
interested parties would regard such effects on their welfare” (Rest, 1986, 3).    

2. Moral judgment, in which a person makes a judgment about what a person ought to do in that situation.     
3. Moral intention, in which a person indicates an intention to act.  “The person must give priority to moral 

values above other personal values such that a decision is made to intend to do what is morally right” (Rest, 
1986, 3). 

4. Engaging in moral behavior, in which a person must have sufficient ego strength to follow through on the 
intention to engage in a moral behavior (Rest, 1986).    

Our study adds to the growing body of research that focuses on steps two (making a moral judgment) and three 
(evaluating a moral intention) as they relate to whistleblowing when combined with the Moral Intensity model of Jones 
(1991).  According to Jones, the Rest and other theoretical models “ignored the effect of characteristics of the moral issue 
itself on ethical decision making and behavior in organizations” (1991, 391).  For that reason, Jones extended the Rest 
(1986) model to posit that ethical decision-making is issue dependent (i.e., it varies from one issue to another).  In fact, 
Jones stated that “from a practical point of view, issue contingency is important to normative judgments or moral 
decisions and of the people who make them…If these elements of moral intensity are found to be positively linked to 
moral behavior, it can be concluded that people generally behave better when the moral issue is important than they do 
when it is unimportant” (Jones 1991, 392). 

Moral Intensity (Jones 1991) 
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Moral intensity focuses on the importance of the ethical issue, and an ethical issue that is more important has higher moral 
intensity.  Jones defines the term as “a construct that captures the extent of issue-related moral imperative in a situation.  It 
is multidimensional, and its component parts are characteristics of the moral issue such as magnitude of consequences, 
social consensus, and probability of effect, temporal immediacy, proximity and concentration of effect” (Jones 1991, 
372).  Jones extends Rest’s (1986) work to include these six variables of moral intensity that may impact moral 
sensitivity, moral judgment and moral behavior, and suggests that “every ethical issue can be represented in terms of its 
moral intensity…” (Jones, 1991, 374). 

According to Jones (1991) the six components of moral intensity are: 

(1) Magnitude of consequences, described as the sum of the harms or benefits felt by individuals affected by a 
moral decision. 

(2) Societal consensus, referring to the level of social agreement of the ethicality of a proposed action. 
(3) Probability of effect, which is the likelihood that the act will take place and cause benefits or harm. 
(4) Temporal immediacy, defined as the length of time between the act and its consequences. 
(5) Concentration of effect, which relates to the inverse function of the number of people affected by an action. 
(6) Proximity, referring to how close (socially, culturally, and/or physically) the victim is to the decision-maker. 

A situation is said to have high moral intensity (i.e., the issue has moral importance) if most people agree that the action is 
unethical, the outcome has severe consequences that are likely to occur in the immediate future and it involves large dollar 
values (i.e., an indication of a high magnitude of consequences) with a concentrated effect on a significant number of 
individuals that are well-known by the decision-maker.  Additionally, according to Jones (1991, 373), “moral intensity is 
likely to vary substantially from issue to issue, with a few issues achieving high levels and many issues achieving low 
levels”.   

As explained above, moral judgment is what a person ought to do in a situation (i.e., what should be done).  Jones (1991) 
suggests that moral intensity influences moral judgment and a number of studies have supported the influence of the 
components of moral intensity on moral judgment (Fleischman et al., 2010; Butterfield et al., 2000; Barnett and Valentine 
2004; Carlson et al., 2002; Harrington 1997; Morris and McDonald 1995).   

Also explained above, moral intention indicates an intention to act (i.e., what would be done).  Research has explored the 
influence of the components of moral intensity on moral intentions with varying results.  At least one of the six 
components were found to significantly impact moral intention by Singhapakdi et al., (1996), Harrington (1997), Chia and 
Mee (2000), May and Pauli (2002), Frey (2000), Kelley and Elm (2003) and Valentine and Hollingsworth (2012). 

Leitsch (2004) connects the research on the six individual items of moral intensity to the accounting field.  Leitsch finds 
that accounting students’ perceptions of the importance of the moral intensity variables varied between issues involving 
approving questionable expense reports, manipulating company books, violating company policy, and extending 
questionable credit, and that magnitude of consequences, concentration of effect, probability of effect and proximity stood 
out more than the societal consensus and temporal immediacy dimensions.  Leitsch also reports that “moral judgment and 
the dimensions of moral intensity significantly predicted accounting students’ moral intentions” (2006, 135).  Cohen and 
Bennie (2006) found that magnitude of consequences, societal consensus, and probability of effect are important in three 
audit-related situations.  Coram et al., (2008) finds auditors identify differences for magnitude of consequences and 
probability of effect for certain reduced audit quality behaviors but did not find significant perceptions of societal 
consensus.  Johnson et al., (2012) suggest it is because of societal consensus and magnitude of consequences that 
managers may rationalize unethical behaviors when the organization experiences favorable consequences that offset the 
questionable behavior of earnings management.   

Two Dimensions of Moral Intensity: Perceived Overall Harm and Perceived Societal Pressure 

An exploratory factor analysis was performed on Jones’ (1991) six individual components of moral intensity by 
Singhapakdi et al., (1996) and it was found that moral intensity appears to have two dimensions when evaluating ethical 
decisions—perceived overall harm and perceived societal pressure.  The first dimension, “perceived overall harm,” is 
composed of four of Jones’ (1991) measures: magnitude of consequences, probability of effect, temporal immediacy, and 
concentration of effect.  The second dimension, “perceived societal pressure,” is composed of the other two measures: 
proximity and societal consensus.  Prior research has found that perceived overall harm and perceived societal pressure do 



Journal of Forensic & Investigative Accounting 
Volume 9: Issue 3, Special Issue, 2017 

 

1009 

affect moral judgment (Shawver and Shawver 2013; Clements and Shawver 2011a; Shawver 2011; Yang and Wu 2009; 
Sweeney and Costello 2009; Singhapakdi et al., 1996).  Shawver and Shawver (2013) find that perceived overall harm and 
perceived societal pressure are significant to ethical evaluations and moral judgments in three situations in a survey of 
accounting students.  In a study of accounting professionals, Clements and Shawver (2011a) find that perceived overall 
harm and perceived societal pressure were significant for moral judgment when evaluating a situation involving reducing 
bad debts through questionable actions.  Shawver (2011) finds that perceived overall harm and perceived societal pressure 
are significant to accounting professionals when identifying an ethical problem and making a moral judgment involving 
reducing bad debts through questionable actions.  Our study has similar findings for moral judgment: the whistle should 
be blown because of both perceived overall harm and perceived societal pressure. 

None of these prior studies, however, found perceived overall harm or perceived societal pressure to be significant for 
moral intention.  One of the greatest contributions of this study is that we did find that perceived societal pressure was 
significant in moral intention to whistleblow.  In other words, because of societal pressure the whistle would be blown. 

Methodology 

This research attempts to lend further support to the idea that perceived overall harm and perceived societal pressure do in 
fact significantly impact moral judgment and moral intention by exploring the whistleblowing judgment and intentions of 
accounting professionals to whistleblow using a confidential company hotline in situations involving asset 
misappropriation, financial statement fraud, and corruption.  Proactive detection measures, such as hotlines, have been 
found to be effective in uncovering fraud, and since fraud tends to increase over time early detection is important 
(Buckhoff, 2003).  Accountants have the expertise to understand and detect fraud.  Additionally, accountants often have 
an opportunity to discover fraudulent actions.  If accountants are committed to whistleblowing on detected fraud it is 
possible that the damages of fraud can decrease.  Therefore, we explore if accounting professionals believe the whistle 
should be blown, and if they believe their peers would whistleblow when faced with any of the three actions involving 
organizational fraud.  Additionally, we measure the effects of the two variables of perceived overall harm and perceived 
societal pressure on the whistleblowing judgment and intentions.  We hypothesize the following: 

H1 The greater the magnitude of perceived overall harm, the more likely a practicing accountant would make 
a moral judgment to report the action confidentially. 

H2 The greater the perceived societal pressure, the more likely a practicing accountant would make a moral 
judgment to report the action confidentially. 

H3 The greater the magnitude of perceived overall harm, the more likely a practicing accountant will identify 
a moral intention to report the action confidentially. 

H4 The greater the perceived societal pressure, the more likely a practicing accountant will identify a moral 
intention to report the action confidentially. 

Survey Construction 

We utilized the scenario approach in this study, as supported by prior research that based their studies on both the Rest 
(1986) and Jones (1991) models (Morris and McDonald, 1995; Singhapakdi et al., 1996; Harrington, 1997; Marshall and 
Dewe, 1997; Singer et al., 1998; Shafer et al., 1999; Flannery and May, 2000; Frey, 2000; Carlson et al., 2002; May and 
Pauli, 2002; Cohen and Bennie, 2006).  We developed twelve statements describing potentially fraudulent behaviors.  
There were four statements (i.e., scenarios) for each of the three types of organizational fraud as explained by the 2016 
ACFE Report to the Nation (asset misappropriation, financial statement fraud, and corruption).  Utilizing a seven-point 
Likert scale that ranged from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” a group of professional accountants (mostly CPAs) 
at a local chapter meeting were asked to score the following statement, “This situation occurs in many organizations 
today.”  The statement in each fraud category with the highest mean (ranging from 3.33 to 5.07) was selected for this 
current study, providing three scenarios.    

We then created the survey from those statements (please refer to the sample survey in Appendix A).  The survey was 
pilot tested using another small sample (thirty-three) of professional accountants (mostly CPAs in both public practice and 
management accounting) at a local chapter meeting with a seventy-four percent response rate.  Questions about judgment 
and intention were purposefully worded in the third person to eliminate concerns of social desirability response bias.  
Prior research indicates that the best predictor of respondents' ethical behavior is their perceptions of their peers' behavior 
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(Izreali, 1988); therefore, most of the survey statements were worded in third person consistent with prior research 
(Leitsch, 2004; Sweeney and Costello, 2009; and Shawver, 2011). 

Survey Administration 

The pretested survey was administered to participants during five continuing professional education seminars.  Two of the 
seminars were eight-hour continuing professional education (CPE) sessions on a local college campus, two were at ethics 
CPE presentations of a state society, and the fifth was at an accounting and auditing CPE session of a state society’s three-
day conference.  Most (95.2%) of those responding are CPAs.  In each of the five seminars, those who turned in surveys 
submitted their business cards (to insure anonymity in the survey) as entry for a raffle of a twenty-five dollar gift card.   

Of the 387 attendees at all five seminars, 188 agreed to participate in the study (a forty-nine percent response rate).  Those 
who did not complete the survey were eliminated, with 165 usable responses (a forty-three percent usable response rate).  
Table I provides demographic information about the participants of this study.  Of the 165 participants, eighty-three (fifty 
percent) are male, seventy-four (forty-five percent) are female, and eight preferred not to answer the gender question.  Of 
the 165 participants, twenty-six (sixteen percent) were under the age of forty, ninety-nine (sixty percent) were between the 
ages of forty and fifty-nine, and forty (twenty-four percent) were over the age of sixty.  Only twenty-two (thirteen percent) 
of the participants had less than eleven years of experience, sixty-six (forty percent) had between eleven and twenty-nine 
years of experience, and seventy-seven (forty-six percent) had at least thirty years of experience.  One hundred fifty-seven 
(eighty-four percent) of the participants identified themselves as a CPA.  All of the participants work within the 
accounting profession and identified themselves as follows: 104 accountants, two analysts, nine external auditors, seven 
internal auditors, thirty-two members of management, and eleven other. 

First, participants were asked to respond to a number of statements about each scenario (please refer to an excerpt of the 
survey in Appendix A) utilizing a seven-point Likert scale rated from one, “strongly disagree,” to seven, “strongly agree.”  
Consistent with most ethical models of decision-making, participants first completed an ethical evaluation (“moral 
sensitivity”) of the scenario by responding to, “This action is ethical” rated from one, “strongly disagree,” to seven, 
“strongly agree.”  Participants strongly disagreed that the behaviors are ethical, with means of 1.93, 1.87, and 1.95 for 
scenarios one, two, and three, respectively. 

Next, the participants indicated an ethical judgment (“whistleblowing judgment”) to report the act by responding to, 
“Most staff accountants should report this situation through a confidential hotline.”  Then the participants were asked to 
indicate an ethical intention (“whistleblowing intention”) to report the act by responding to, “Most staff accountants 
would report this situation through a confidential hotline.”   

Appendix B presents the three scenarios.  Appendix C, “Question Mapping and Study Variables,” presents the questions 
used in this study and identifies how the study variables relate to and Jones’ model.  Table II presents the means and 
standard deviations for moral sensitivity, whistleblowing judgment, whistleblowing intention, and the rest of the 
independent variables.   

Results and Discussion 

Table III presents a factor analysis on the six items of moral intensity.  The six items of moral intensity factor into two 
dimensions of perceived overall harm and perceived societal pressure for each of the three scenarios (scenarios one, two, 
and three).  The first dimension, “overall harm,” is composed of four of Jones’ (1991) measures including magnitude of 
consequences, probability of effect, temporal immediacy, and concentration of effect.  The second dimension, “societal 
pressure,” is composed of the other two measures of proximity and societal consensus.  Our variables factor into these two 
dimensions consistent with prior research (Shawver and Shawver 2013; Clements and Shawver 2011a; Shawver 2011; 
Yang and Wu 2009; Sweeney and Costello 2009; Singhapakdi et al., 1996).  Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) is a measure of 
sampling adequacy.  Values close to one indicate that patterns of correlations are relatively compact and factor analysis 
should yield distinct and reliable factors.  To further examine the robustness of the factors of overall harm and societal 
pressure, Van de Ven and Ferry (1980) suggest that alpha values of between 0.35 and 0.55 are acceptable minimum 
values for broad constructs.  The alpha values for the three scenarios as rounded are equal to or greater than these 
minimums.  The two factors (perceived overall harm and perceived societal pressure) are used for subsequent testing of 
the effects of moral intensity on whistleblowing judgment and whistleblowing intention. 
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We report the correlation matrix for the variables in Table IV.  An increase in the perceived overall harm variable and 
perceived societal pressure variable correlates to a decrease in the ethical evaluation variable since perceptions of 
unethical acts are closer to one and higher perceptions of overall harm and societal pressure are closer to seven (negative 
correlations).  An increase in perceived overall harm and societal pressure corresponds to an increase in whistleblowing 
judgment and whistleblowing intention (positive correlations). 

Ethical Evaluation (“Is it Ethical?”)  

We first explore whether ethical evaluations are correlated to the variables in this study.  If the participants do not feel the 
action has moral intensity, then it is less likely that they would make a moral judgment that action such as whistleblowing 
is necessary.  Table IV presents the correlation matrix between the three scenarios and the variables of ethical evaluation, 
whistleblowing judgment and whistleblowing intention.  In all three scenarios, ethical evaluation is significantly 
correlated to perceived overall harm and perceived societal pressure.  Whistleblowing judgment is correlated to perceived 
overall harm in all three scenarios.  In two scenarios (financial statement fraud and corruption) whistleblowing judgment 
is correlated to perceived societal pressure.  Whistleblowing intentions are correlated to perceived societal pressure in all 
three situations and correlated to perceived overall harm in two situations (financial statement fraud and corruption).  
These correlations of ethical evaluation, perceived overall harm, and perceived societal pressure are consistent with 
relationships found by Sweeney and Costello (2009) and Shawver (2011) using different scenarios.   

Whistleblowing Judgment (“Should the Whistle be Blown?”) 

Table VI presents the step-wise regression analyses to test H1 and H2.  In the first step, the two independent variables of 
perceived overall harm and perceived societal pressure are entered with the dependent variable whistleblowing judgment 
for each of the three scenarios.  In the second step, we explore the impact of demographic variables in our study.  
Perceived overall harm is significant in all three scenarios for whistleblowing judgment, supporting H1.  In two of the 
three scenarios, perceived societal pressure is significant for whistleblowing judgment, supporting H2.  The professional 
accountants surveyed agree that the whistle should be blown in each of these situations, and that each of the three actions 
would result in perceived overall harm and perceived societal pressure.  As shown in step two, the demographic variables 
were not significant and little impact on the judgment to whistleblow for financial statement fraud and corruption; 
however, for the asset misappropriation scenario, age was the only demographic variable that was significantly related to 
whistleblowing judgment.  Older individuals are more likely to make a judgment to whistleblow for this situation.   

Whistleblowing Intentions (“Would the Whistle be Blown?”) 

Table VI presents the results of step-wise regression analyses to test H3 and H4.  In the first step, the two independent 
variables of overall harm and societal pressure are entered with the dependent variable whistleblowing intention for each 
of the three scenarios, followed by the demographic variables in our study.  In one of the scenarios (financial statement 
fraud), perceived overall harm is significant in whistleblowing intention, providing limited support for H3.  In all three 
scenarios, perceived societal pressure is significant for whistleblowing intention, supporting H4.  Although the 
participants in this study indicated that these actions have the potential to cause harm, societal pressure emerged as more 
significant in the decision to whistleblow.  None of the demographic variables were significantly related to the judgment 
to whistleblow for financial statement fraud and corruption.  For the asset misappropriation scenario, occupation was the 
only demographic variable that was significantly related to whistleblowing judgment.  The accountants in our sample are 
less likely to whistleblow for this situation (in the mid-range of the seven-point scale) when compared to the other 
categories including internal auditors, external auditors, and management whose mean scores are higher.  This finding 
suggests that further training to encourage whistleblowing for this type of situation may be necessary.   

Conclusions 

This study expands the research on ethical decision making by Rest (1986) and on moral intensity by Jones (1991), Morris 
and McDonald (1995), Singhapakdi et al., (1996), Butterfield et al., (2000), Frey (2000), May and Pauli (2002), Kelley 
and Elm (2003), Leitsch (2004), Cohen and Bennie (2006), Coram et al., (2008), Fleischman et al., (2010), Johnson et al., 
(2012), Shawver (2011), Clements and Shawver (2011a) and Shawver and Shawver (2013). 

Specifically, we explored two steps in Rest’s ethical decision-making model, whistleblowing judgment (“should the 
whistle be blown?”) and whistleblowing intention (“would the whistle be blown?”), and the effects of the two dimensions 
of moral intensity (perceived overall harm and perceived societal pressure) on those decisions.  We surveyed professional 
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accountants about three scenarios involving potential organizational fraud.  We questioned whether their peers should 
blow the whistle and whether they would blow the whistle if they experienced any of the three actions.  Further, we 
explored the effects of perceived overall harm and perceived societal pressure on the whistleblowing judgments and 
intentions. 

We find that in each of the three actions, professional accountants suggest the whistle should be blown (i.e., “moral 
judgment”) and that both perceived overall harm and perceived societal pressure significantly affect those decisions.  
These professional accountants also indicate their peers would blow the whistle (i.e., “moral intention”) on each of the 
three actions, and that the decision is significantly affected by perceived societal pressure.  In one of the three scenarios, 
perceived overall harm also significantly affected the decision to whistleblow. 

Our findings are significant in two ways.  First, our findings lend support to prior studies which report that the whistle 
should be blown because of perceived overall harm and perceived societal pressure.  Second, and most importantly, the 
surveyed accountants suggest the whistle would be blown by their peers because of perceived societal pressure—the first 
study to show this finding.  If that is true, and we hope it is, this is a trend towards a stronger willingness to whistleblow 
for unethical actions, which could be a major paradigm shift.  We are cautious, of course, that there may be a difference 
between what the surveyed accountants believe, what their peers actually believe (judgment), and what they would 
actually do (intention).  But if the willingness to whistleblow becomes pervasive among the entire profession, and 
whistleblowing becomes an acceptable alternative, the trend of increasing fraud could reverse with positive economic 
effects. 

There are many practical implications for the accounting profession as a result of these findings.  Accountants should be 
trained in the types of organizational fraud, the methods of detecting fraud, and the ways to report detected fraud.  Also, 
supervisors should be trained to encourage whistleblowing on fraud (Sims and Keenan, 1998; Keenan, 1990).  

Limitations and Future Research 

There are several limitations of this study.  First, nearly all of the accounting professionals surveyed are reportedly 
certified public accountants who are required to abide by an ethical code in order to maintain licensure.  Second, the 
surveyed accountants may not actually respond in a manner like the way in which they responded in this controlled 
experiment when confronted with similar problems in a business environment.  Third, the sample was geographically 
limited to participants in the state of Florida.  Therefore, this sample of professional accountants may not represent the 
way all accountants evaluate ethical dilemmas or make moral judgments.  And fourth, these participants may or may not 
all have access to the types of information in the scenarios. 

Therefore, future research may wish to sample accountants with different licenses (e.g., CMA, CIA, and CFE) and/or 
different types of accountants.  Specifically, since 16.5% of the fraud cases reported in the 2016 ACFE Report to the 
Nations were detected by internal auditors, we encourage the research to extend to those professionals.  Another 
possibility is to extend this study to CPAs in other geographical areas (different states and/or international).  A third area 
of future study is to utilize additional scenarios of organizational fraud in order to explore whether the whistleblowing 
intention extends to other actions.     

  



Journal of Forensic & Investigative Accounting 
Volume 9: Issue 3, Special Issue, 2017 

 

1013 

Table I: Respondent Demographics 
   
Panel A: Political Orientation N % 
Very Liberal 8 5% 
Somewhat Liberal 37 22% 
Neither Liberal or Conservative 24 15% 
Somewhat Liberal and Somewhat Conservative 2 1% 
Somewhat Conservative 61 37% 
Very Conservative 33 20% 
Total 165  
   
Panel B: Experience of Participants N % 
0 - 10 22 13% 
11-19 27 16% 
20-29  39 24% 
30-39 54 33% 
40-49 12 7% 
50-59 2 1% 
Blank 9 5% 
Total 165  
   
Panel C: Age of Participants N % 
20-29  5 3% 
30-39 21 13% 
40-49 33 20% 
50-59 66 40% 
Over 60 40 24% 
Total 165  
   
Panel D: Gender of Participants N % 
Female 74 45% 
Male 83 50% 
Prefer Not to Answer 8 5% 
Total 165  
   
Panel E: Occupation N % 
Accountant 104 63% 
Analyst 2 1% 
External Auditor 9 5% 
Internal Auditor 7 4% 
Management 32 19% 
Other 11 7% 
Total 165  
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Table II: Descriptive Statistics 
   
 Asset Misappropriation    Mean   Std. Deviation  
 Ethical Evaluation (EI)                    1.93                    1.52  
 Whistleblow Judgment (SD)                    5.86                    1.57  
 Whistleblow Intention (WD)                    4.71                    1.47  
 Magnitude of Consequences (MC)                    4.94                    1.87  
 Societal Consensus (SC)                    5.49                    1.60  
 Probability of Effect (PE)                    5.17                    1.75  
 Temporal Immediacy (TI)                    5.12                    1.80  
 Proximity (PX)                    5.14                    2.22  
 Concentration of Effect (CE)                    5.09                    1.73  
 Overall Harm (MC, PE, TI. CE)                    5.12                    1.44  
 Societal Pressure (SC, PX)                    5.31                    1.51  
   
 Financial Statement Fraud    Mean   Std. Deviation  
 Ethical Evaluation (EI)                    1.87                    1.73  
 Whistleblow Judgment (SD)                    5.48                    1.81  
 Whistleblow Intention (WD)                    4.37                    1.76  
 Magnitude of Consequences (MC)                    5.32                    1.64  
 Societal Consensus (SC)                    5.59                    1.50  
 Probability of Effect (PE)                    5.05                    1.72  
 Temporal Immediacy (TI)                    5.12                    1.74  
 Proximity (PX)                    5.04                    2.37  
 Concentration of Effect (CE)                    5.13                    1.79  
 Overall Harm (MC, PE, TI. CE)                    5.17                    1.46  
 Societal Pressure (SC, PX)                    5.32                    1.56  
   
 Corruption    Mean   Std. Deviation  
 Ethical Evaluation (EI)                    1.95                    1.72  
 Whistleblow Judgment (SD)                    5.48                    1.78  
 Whistleblow Intention (WD)                    4.54                    1.73  
 Magnitude of Consequences (MC)                    5.21                    1.63  
 Societal Consensus (SC)                    5.02                    1.73  
 Probability of Effect (PE)                    5.04                    1.65  
 Temporal Immediacy (TI)                    5.15                    1.62  
 Proximity (PX)                    4.88                    2.24  
 Concentration of Effect (CE)                    5.15                    1.61  
 Overall Harm (MC, PE, TI. CE)                    5.17                    1.44  
 Societal Pressure (SC, PX)                    4.95                    1.61  

  



Journal of Forensic & Investigative Accounting 
Volume 9: Issue 3, Special Issue, 2017 

 

1015 

Table III: Factor Analysis of the Six items of Moral Intensity 

Asset Appropriation Overall 
Harm 

Societal 
Pressure 

 Magnitude of Consequences  .735 .067 

 Societal Consensus  .389 .622 

 Probability of Effect  .814 -.027 

 Temporal Immediacy  .857 -.084 

 Proximity  .056 .860 

 Concentration of Effect  .800 -.306 

   
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure 0.773  
Variance Explained 66.050  
Cronbach's Alpha .824 0.348 
   

Financial Statement Fraud Overall 
Harm 

Societal 
Pressure 

 Magnitude of Consequences  .765 -.023 

 Societal Consensus  .261 .723 

 Probability of Effect  .902 -.013 

 Temporal Immediacy  .859 -.097 

 Proximity  .068 .838 

 Concentration of Effect  .847 -.158 

   
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure 0.726  
Variance Explained 69.760  
Cronbach's Alpha .869 0.404 
   

Corruption Overall 
Harm 

Societal 
Pressure 

 Magnitude of Consequences  .848 -.073 

 Societal Consensus  .392 .693 

 Probability of Effect  .898 -.143 

 Temporal Immediacy  .897 -.119 

 Proximity  .357 .744 

 Concentration of Effect  .833 -.287 

   
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure 0.825  
Variance Explained 74.35  
Cronbach's Alpha 0.906 0.481 
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Table IV: Correlation Matrix  
Asset Appropriation      

  1   2   3   4   5  

 1. Ethical Evaluation  
               
1.0      

 2. Whistleblowing Judgment   -.208**                 
1.0     

 3. Whistleblowing Intention   -0.051   .367**                 
1.0    

 4. Overall Harm   -.292**   .266**   0.112                 
1.0   

 5. Societal Pressure   -.369**   0.044   .204**   0.140                 
1.0  

 **. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).     

 *. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).     

      

Financial Statement Fraud      

  1   2   3   4   5  

 1. Ethical Evaluation  1     

 2. Whistleblowing Judgment  -.310** 1    

 3. Whistleblowing Intention  -.191* .500** 1   

 4. Overall Harm  -.338** .328** .242** 1  

 5. Societal Pressure  -.202** .303** .252** 0.096 1 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).    

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).    

      

      
Corruption      

  1   2   3   4   5  

 1. Ethical Evaluation  1     

 2. Whistleblowing Judgment  -.200* 1    

 3. Whistleblowing Intention  -.198* .459** 1   

 4. Overall Harm  -.361** .335** .217** 1  

 5. Societal Pressure  -.267** .323** .285** .293** 1 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).    

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).    
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Table V: Stepwise Regression Analysis 
Dependent Variable: Whistleblowing Judgment    
                    

  
 Asset 
Appropriation     Financial 

Statement Fraud     Corruption  
  

 Step 1   t   Sig.     t   Sig.     t   Sig.    

 (Constant)  
    
8.378  

   
0.000  

       
2.864  

  0.005    
    5.163     0.000    

 Overall Harm  
   
 2.661  

   
0.009  

 
*  

     
3.959  

  0.000   
*      3.308     0.001  

 
*  

 Societal Pressure  
   
 0.215  

   
0.830  

       
3.847  

  0.000   
*      3.015     0.003  

 
*  

 Adjusted R2    
   
0.038      

  0.184  
       0.157    

 Step 2   t   Sig.    t Sig.  t Sig.   

 (Constant)     4.658  
   
0.000        1.430    0.155        2.807     0.006    

 Overall Harm     2.678  
   
0.008  

 
*      3.770    0.000  

 
*      3.272     0.001  

 
*  

 Societal Pressure     0.069  
   
0.945        3.319    0.001  

 
*      2.835     0.005  

 
*  

 Political View     0.458  
   
0.648        1.275    0.204        1.030     0.305    

 Experience    (0.988) 
   
0.325       (0.492)   0.623    

       
(0.501)    0.617    

 Age     2.166  
   
0.032  

 
*      0.727    0.468        0.611     0.542    

 Gender     0.026  
   
0.980       (0.865)   0.388       (0.101)    0.920    

 Occupation     0.114  
   
0.910        0.530    0.597       (0.279)    0.781    

 Adjusted R2    
   
0.046        0.175         0.136    
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Table VI: Stepwise Regression Analysis 
Dependent Variable: Whistleblowing Intention  
                   

  

 Asset 
Appropriation     Financial 

Statement Fraud     Corruption  
  

 Step 1   t   Sig.     t   Sig.     t   Sig.    

 (Constant)  
    
5.607  

   0.000         
1.934  

  0.055    
    3.848     0.000    

 Overall Harm  
    
1.124  

   0.263        
 2.895  

  0.004   
*      1.794     0.075  

  

 Societal Pressure  
   
 2.546  

   0.012   
*  

    
 3.499  

  0.001   
*      3.889     0.000  

 
*  

 Adjusted R2       0.046        0.129         0.137    
 Step 2   t   Sig.    t Sig.  t Sig.   
 (Constant)     3.796     0.000        1.136    0.258        2.321     0.022    
 Overall Harm     0.935     0.351        2.600    0.010        1.784     0.077    

 Societal Pressure     2.281     0.024  
 
*      3.231    0.002  

 
*      3.475     0.001  

 
*  

 Political View    (0.448)    0.655       (0.388)   0.699        0.088     0.930    
 Experience     1.070     0.287        0.541    0.590        0.251     0.802    
 Age    (0.408)    0.684        0.397    0.692        0.409     0.683    
 Gender     0.420     0.675        0.274    0.784       (0.888)    0.376    

 Occupation     2.292     0.024  
 
*     (0.436)   0.664       (0.053)    0.958    

 Adjusted R2       0.060        0.112         0.123    
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Appendix A: Sample Survey, Selected Questions, and Variables 

Asset Misappropriation Scenario 

For each of the following situations, assume you are a staff accountant at your company and you have recently witnessed 
or became aware of each situation.  Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with the following statements by 
circling one answer using the following scale:      

Strongly Disagree   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   Strongly Agree 

The warehouse supervisor places company owned inventory in his personal 
vehicle.     

This action is ethical.  (EI) 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

Most staff accountants should report this situation through a confidential hotline.  
(SD) 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

Most staff accountants would report this situation through a confidential hotline.  
(WD) 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

The overall harm (if any) in completing this action would be small.  (OH) 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

Most people would agree that completing this action is wrong.  (SP) 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

There is a very small likelihood that this action will cause any harm.  (OH) 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

This action will not cause any harm in the immediate future.  (OH) 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

If the warehouse supervisor is a friend, the action is wrong.  (SP) 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

This action will harm very few people if any.  (OH) 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

 

*Dependent variables = Moral sensitivity, also called ethical evaluation (EE); Moral judgment, also called should do the 
action (SD); moral intention, also called would do the action (WD) 

**Independent variables = Perceived overall harm (OH), Perceived societal pressure (SP) 

Notes: 

1.  Participants rated the magnitude of consequences by responding to, “The overall harm (if any) in completing this 
action would be small” (reverse coded).  Societal consensus is measured by responding to, “Most people would agree that 
completing this action is wrong.”  Probability of effect is measured by responding to, “There is a very small likelihood 
that this action will cause any harm” (reverse coded).  Temporal immediacy is measured by responding to, “This action 
will not cause any harm in the immediate future” (reverse coded).  Proximity is measured by responding to, “If the 
controller is a friend, the action is wrong.”  Concentration of effect is measured by responding to, “The action will harm 
very few people, if any” (reverse coded).  The magnitude of consequences, probability of effect, temporal immediacy, and 
concentration of effect variables were reverse coded so that all moral intensity items are evaluated on a seven-point scale 
with the high end of the scale indicating more moral intensity and a score of one indicating low moral intensity.  We 
excluded the use of the word “perceived” in the survey statements because the answers are, in fact, the perceptions of the 
individual respondent.  Please refer to Appendix C for the question mapping. 

2.  Please refer to the three scenarios in Appendix B and to the mapping of the questions with the variables in Appendix C. 

  



Journal of Forensic & Investigative Accounting 
Volume 9: Issue 3, Special Issue, 2017 

 

1020 

Appendix B: Scenarios 

Asset Misappropriation 

The warehouse supervisor places company owned inventory in his personal vehicle. 

 

Financial Statement Fraud 

The controller removes several past due invoices from the box of "invoices to be processed" and states that these invoices 
should not be processed or recorded in the accounts payable ledger until next quarter. 

 

Corruption 

A purchasing agent often chooses businesses that are owned by personal friends or family to provide services to the 
company without disclosing the personal relationship.  
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Appendix C: Question Mapping and Study Variables 

 

Question Variable 

This action is ethical. Ethical Evaluation, Rest's Model Step 
one 

Most staff accountants should report this situation through a 
confidential hotline.  

Moral Judgment to Whistleblow, 
Rest's Model Step two 

Most staff accountants would report this situation through a 
confidential hotline.   

Moral Intention to Whistleblow, Rest's 
Model Step three 

The overall harm (if any) in completing this action would be 
small.  (Reverse coded) 

Magnitude of Consequences, 
Perceived Overall Harm 

Most people would agree that completing this action is wrong. 
(Reverse coded) 

Societal Consensus, Perceived 
Societal Pressure 

There is a very small likelihood that this action will cause any 
harm.  (Reverse coded) 

Probability of Effect, Perceived 
Overall Harm 

This action will not cause any harm in the immediate future.  
(Reverse coded) 

Temporal Immediacy, Perceived 
Overall Harm 

If the warehouse supervisor is a personal friend, the action is 
wrong.  

Proximity, Perceived Societal Pressure 

This action will harm very few people if any.    Concentration of Effect, Perceived 
Societal Pressure 
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