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Executives’ unethical behaviour is a common phenomenon in business

practice and a hot topic for academic research, which has a profound

negative impact on the healthy development of our economy and society.

In the past two decades, several scholars from different disciplines con-

ducted theoretical research and practical explorations on the issue of

senior executives’ (un)ethical behaviour and achieved certain research results.

However, the existing research in this field still has problems, such as a

lack of systematic integration of research results, unclear research hotspots

and unclear development directions. Thus, the present study through a

bibliometric analysis, conducted a content coding of these 428 papers

identified from 2000 to 2020, constructed a theoretical framework by

inductively identifying the corresponding concepts. By reviewing the progress

of existing research topics, this study summarised a research framework of

executives’ unethical behaviour from the perspectives of the antecedents,

the behaviour itself and the consequences of unethical behaviour. The

study further proposed future research trends and recommendations for

conducting research on executives’ unethical behaviour under emerging

market scenarios. The research results provide new ideas for developing

the theory of executives’ unethical behaviour and promote the in-depth

development of the research on executives’ unethical behaviour in the context

of emerging markets.

KEYWORDS

executives’ unethical behaviour, literature research, emerging markets, theoretical
framework, immoral activity

Introduction

With the rapid development of emerging economies like China, more and more
scholars turn their attention to the emerging market and focus on the management
issues in these economies. As the market regulations of emerging economies are not yet
completed and the legal awareness of enterprise is weak, various cases on the violation
of regulations have emerged (Meng et al., 2018). The violations exist not only in many
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small and medium-sized enterprises but also in leading
enterprises or listed companies (Li and Chen, 2013). This
factor has negatively affected those countries’ economy and
become barriers to their development (Yang and Ming,
2017). Considering the serious social costs brought by the
enterprises’ violation of regulations, this phenomenon has
triggered considerable discussions in both the industry and the
academia.

Developed countries have a well-developed market
mechanism to restrict managers. On the contrary, emerging
countries have not yet established a well-regulated market,
so executives’ unethical behaviour in emerging markets
has challenged traditional under-standing of business
ethical behaviour in academia. Therefore, there are new
opportunities for theoretical innovation on the research of
unethical behaviour. Executives are key decision-makers in
an organisation. They have great control over the company
and can determine its strategy and future direction (Walls
et al., 2012; Lian et al., 2019a; Zhang et al., 2020). Thus,
scholars always take corporate executives as the subject to study
how to reduce business regulatory violations. Many valuable
research findings have explored how to improve regulatory
compliance through the reduction of executives’ unethical
behaviour. Current literature reviews have summarised
the status of this topic but there is a lack of systematic
and integrated analytical framework. There need to be
a more comprehensive and in-depth analysis of current
research and future directions. Moreover, issues rising from
executives’ unethical behaviour in emerging market also deserve
investigation, such as whether traditional research findings are
applicable to countries in the emerging market group and how
executives’ unethical behaviour may be specially manifested
in such context. To fill this gap, we conducted a systematic
literature review to meet the practical needs in academics and
contribute to the theoretic development on executives’ unethical
behaviour.

Prior research on executives’ unethical behaviour showed
two main trends: the causes and the consequences of executives’
unethical behaviour. In the theoretical analysis of the causes of
executives’ unethical behaviour, firstly, individual characteristics
are the key that determines whether executives will engage in
unethical behaviour. For example, Hegarty and Sims (1978)
argued that different demographic characteristics and personal
traits, such as gender, stage of moral cognitive development
and control points, are significantly associated with executives’
unethical behaviour based on upper echelons theory. Secondly,
the environment is also an important reason for the occurrence
of executives’ unethical behaviour. For example, Brass et al.
(1998) and Vardi (2001) examined the influence of the
cultural or institutional environment on executives’ unethical
behaviour from the “bad barrel” perspective. They argued that
the social or organisational environment in which executives
operate, including traditional conventions, moral norms and

institutional orientation, is a major factor contributing to
executives’ unethical behaviour. Thirdly, the characteristics of
the unethical event itself are important factors in developing
unethical behaviour. That is, the characteristics of the event,
such as the total number of outcomes and the likelihood
of effects, are considered key factors that lead executives to
engage in unethical behaviour. In exploring the characteristics
of the event, Jones (1991) introduced the concept of moral
intensity to measure the severity of the ethical issues involved
in the behaviour itself. Jones (1991) argued that moral intensity
could have a significant impact on the emergence of unethical
behaviour.

In the empirical analysis of the consequences of executives’
unethical behaviour, academics discussed the consequences
of unethical behaviour based on the more established
characteristics of the market for managers in the West.
However, most studies mainly explored the impact of unethical
events on the organisation. For example, Grant and Visconti
(2006) and Tan et al. (2012) argued that, from a short-term
performance perspective, unethical behaviour might gain
short-term competitive advantages by reducing operational
costs. From another aspect, Marcus and Goodman (1991) and
(Lian et al., 2019a) argued that from a long-term performance
perspective, unethical events could have a negative impact on
the sustainability of an organisation in direct and indirect ways.
However, few studies have addressed the impact of unethical
behaviour on executives themselves. Moreover, it is generally
assumed that when uncovered, executives’ unethical behaviour
can lead to lower employment opportunities owing to personal
reputational damage. However, such punitive mechanisms
for executives are often based on a well-developed market
for managers. In addition, the effectiveness of such punitive
mechanisms in transitional economies needs to be further
explored.

The existing literature has made some contribution to
understanding the occurrence of research on executives’
unethical behaviour. However, there is still room for further
research in at least two aspects because of the different
research focuses. First, research in the field of executives’
unethical behaviour has shown certain research focus and
integration trends, such as research based on individual
executives’ physiological and psychological aspects, and research
based on environmental aspects of the cultural or institutional
environment. However, because of the wide range of research
content and the differences in the research objectives of different
scholars, a consistent system and a research framework in
this field regarding the disciplinary knowledge base and a
summary and refinement of core research issues are still
lacking. Moreover, for the research area of executives’ unethical
behaviour, prior literature review focus on description of current
research status, and lacking discussion about the shortage and
future research directions. Secondly, the rapid development
of emerging economies, typically China, over the past two
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decades has led to more and more scholars focussing on
the phenomenon of executives’ unethical behaviour in these
economies. However, considering the significant differences
between emerging economies and developed Western countries
in terms of institutions, markets and cultural systems, the
conclusions of studies on traditional executives’ unethical
behaviour have been challenged. Research on executives’
unethical behaviour in emerging economies is still in the
exploratory stage. Moreover, what valuable research questions
should be focussed on and how these research questions differ
from those in mature Western economic contexts are worth
considering further. Thus, through a literature review, this
study will identify the disciplinary theoretical foundations of
the field of executives’ unethical behaviour and propose an
overall analytical framework. Specifically, this study reveals
the current research situation in this area from three aspects:
the antecedents of unethical behaviour, the unethical events
themselves and the consequences of unethical behaviour.
Furthermore, this study identifies research gaps and proposes
future research directions and related topics in light of the
prevalence of imperfect market mechanisms for professional
managers in transition economies.

Integrated conceptual framework
for the study of executives’
unethical behaviour

Executives are often key decision makers in a company,
who have a say in the company’s strategies and should bear
responsibility for the company’s unethical behaviour (Zhang
et al., 2016; Meng et al., 2018). Therefore, a company’s
unethical behaviour is, in the final analysis, executives’ unethical
behaviour. In other words, if we want to find out why a company
has unethical behaviour, we should look at why executives
decide to act unethically. This paper, following the concept
of unethical behaviour defined by previous studies, focus on
the unethical behaviour of executives. According to previous
studies, researchers identified the following three main related
outcomes of behavioural ethics: first, unethical behaviour that
violates the society’s accepted moral norms (e.g., lying, cheating,
and stealing); second, regular ethical behaviour that meets
the most basic moral standards of the society (e.g., honesty,
respect for others); and extraordinary ethical behaviour that
goes beyond the society’s most basic moral standards (e.g.,
charitable giving, whistleblowing) (Treviño et al., 2014). This
paper discusses the former one outcome with a focus on the
important role of executives in the unethical behaviour. In
addition, based on the findings of Tenbrunsel and Smith-Crowe
(2008) and Li and Chen (2013), this paper assumes that such
unethical behaviour does not necessarily have to be intentional.
Rather, it may also be unintentional.

Selection and coding of literature on
executives’ unethical behaviour

Based on the research questions of this paper, we
adopted the systematic literature review (SLR) methodology
to determine the literature scope (Snyder, 2019). In order
to bear in mind the overall situation of relevant studies,
find out mainstream theories both home and abroad, and
understand the unique characteristics of the imperfect market
mechanism for professional managers, we collected and
analysed studies worldwide and conducted literature review
in a systematic way. With “unethical behavior,” “unethical,”
“immoral behaviour,” “immoral,” “non-moral behaviour,” “non-
moral,” “misconduct,” “moral hazard,” “cheating,” “corruption”
as search topics/titles/abstracts/keywords, we looked for papers
published from 2000 to 2020. It is worth mentioning that “pro-
organisational unethical behaviour,” “violation,” “Rent Seeking,”
“self-efficacy,” “transgressive behaviour,” “deviance,” “Moral
disengagement” were not used as search topics, because the
search results overlap to a large extent with those using such
keywords as “unethical behaviour” and “immoral behaviour.”
This suggests that keywords like “pro-organisational unethical
behaviour” and “violation” are somehow a specific category of
unethical behaviour. To ensure that the papers we collected
matched with the research topic, we make sure that all papers
contain one or more search terms in the title, abstract or
keywords.

As for the selection of journals, we found that papers on
unethical behaviour were published on a variety of journals.
Despite of this, most of the papers were published on core
journals in the field of business ethics as well as on top academic
journals in the field of management and economics. So, we
decided to look for papers published on top international
management journals or professional journals in the field
of business ethics, including AMJ (Academy of Management
Journal), AMR (Academy of Management Review), SMJ
(Strategic Management Journal), OBHDP (Organisational
Behaviour and Human Decision Process), JBE (Journal of
Business Ethics), and BEQ (Business Ethics Quarterly). In
addition, market incompleteness that typically prevail in
emerging economies may further lead to incidents of unethical
behaviour, but few have analysed the impact of such feature
on unethical behaviour as they primarily focussed on policy
and cultural context of developed Western countries. Therefore,
this paper also covered papers published on top Chinese
economic and management journals including Management
World, Journal of Management Sciences in China, Nankai
Management Review, Economic Research Journal, Accounting
Research, China Industrial Economics, and Acta Psychologica
Sinica to shed light on the direction for studies on unethical
behaviour in the emerging market.

By searching the literature published in the selected
journals using the search terms previously identified, we
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FIGURE 1

The workflow of systematic literature review (SLR).
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Distribution of literature published over time.

finally obtained a total of 2,781 documents. And then, we
removed the duplicate documents from the search results.
However, after removing the duplicates, there were still

many documents that did not match the topic of our
study. Therefore, to see whether the papers collected were
relevant to executives’ unethical behaviour, we carefully read
through all the titles and abstracts. Here we used two
criteria: (1) the literature must be relevant to the field of
business or psychology, and (2) the literature should focus
on the important role played by executives in unethical
behaviours. After screening, 1,730 articles were removed, and
the final sample includes 428 articles. Figure 1 illustrates
this work process, and Figure 2 shows the distribution
of literature published over time. After identifying these
428 literatures, we then analysed the keywords of these
literatures with VOS Viewer software. The co-occurrence
analysis results (Figure 3) suggest that five relatively clear
keyword clusters emerged among the keywords of these
literatures, that is: (1) Bad Apple Phenomenon, which
included gender, experience, overconfidence, etc. (2) Bad
Barrel Phenomenon, which included organisational culture,
Confucianism, Institutional perfection, etc. (3) Moral Intensity,
which included moral intensity, magnitude of consequences,
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FIGURE 3

The consequence of co-occurrence analysis.

dimensions of moral intensity, etc. (4) Individual Recovery
Phenomenon, which included social capital, human capital,
replacement, etc. (5) Organisational Recovery Phenomenon,
which included reputation, Opportunity costs, management
changed, etc.

Combined with a panoramic view of the field of executives’
unethical behaviour through a bibliometric analysis, we
conducted a content coding of these 428 papers identified
and then constructed a theoretical framework by inductively
identifying the corresponding concepts. To clarify and
reconcile the differences between researchers during the
coding process, discussions in depth with researchers
were conducted by rereading the content of the literature
abstracts during the iterative cycle, to determine the most
accurate classification of the literature (Jones et al., 2011;

Bettinelli et al., 2017). The coding process is shown in
Table 1.

Framework for conceptual analysis of
executives’ unethical behaviour

Based on the coding results and the ABC analysis paradigm
(Denyer et al., 2008), which is widely used in management and
behavioural science research, this study constructs a conceptual
analysis framework that can be used to analyse the current
research situation in this field, including the antecedents, the
characteristics of the behaviour itself and the consequences.
For the antecedents, in this study, we focus on the individual
characteristics of executives and the environmental factors that
trigger and influence the occurrence of executives’ unethical
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TABLE 1 Coding process.

Coding process

Primary codes Secondary codes Research themes

Gender, past experience, education, occupation, nationality, etc. Executives’ demographics Bad apple phenomenon

Narcissism, machiavellianism, external or internal locus of control, contagion mechanisms of
immorality, etc.

Executives’ psychographics

Organisational climate, organisational culture, performance pressure, formal ethics
institutionalisation, etc.

Organisational environment Bad barrel and bad cellar
phenomenon

Legal incompleteness, cost of legal enforcement, goal orientation, compensation structure,
social-level cultural, institutional quality, national welfare level, etc.

Institutional environment

Jones’ six-dimensional theory, Singhapakdi’s two-dimensional theory, valentine’s
single-dimensional theory, etc.

Distinction of moral intensity
dimensions

Characteristics of
unethical behaviour

Severity of consequences and social consistency, contextual differences, experimental design, etc. Mechanisms of moral intensity
dimensions

Executive team change, employment opportunities, mechanisms of reputation, penalty level,
selection mechanism of executives, etc.

Personal trauma Individual recovery
phenomenon

Social capital accumulation, human capital endowment, “scapegoating” effect, etc. Career recovery

Corporate reputation, stakeholder recognition and support, opportunity cost of missing out,
short-term competitive advantage, explosive enterprise immoral actions, etc.

Organisational trauma Organisational recovery
phenomenon

Increasing the proportion of independent directors, Increasing the proportion of institutional
investors, executive turnover, etc.

Organisational recovery

behaviour from the perspectives of bad apple theory and
bad barrel theory. The characteristics of unethical behaviour
refer to the seriousness of the unethical issues involved in
the behaviour, such as the severity and controversial nature
of the consequences. Jones (1991) argued that studying
executives’ unethical behaviour apart from unethical events
is illogical. Thus, the triggers of unethical behaviour cannot
be separated from the inherent properties of the ethical issue
itself. The consequences of executives’ unethical behaviour
refer to the impact of the behaviour on the executives
and the organisations. In this study, we call the individual-
level impact on the executives as the Individual Recovery
Phenomenon. The organisational-level impact is examined from
the perspective of ‘organisational recovery’, which is used to
describe the trauma and recovery process of the executives’
unethical events on the organisation, just like the trauma
and recovery process of biological tissue. However, most of
the existing studies focussed on the impact of executives’
unethical behaviour on corporate reputation and stock price.
They ignored the process of organisational recovery after the
unethical events, that is, how organisations can better recover
from the negative impact of executives’ unethical behaviour.
Therefore, in the present study, through a review of the prior
literature, we proposed a conceptual analysis framework of
executives’ unethical behaviour (Figure 4) from three aspects
(i.e., the antecedents, the behaviour itself and the consequences)
and five dimensions (i.e., bad apple phenomenon, bad barrel and
bad cellar phenomenon, characteristics of un-ethical behaviour,

Individual Recovery phenomenon and organisational recovery
perspective).

We will review papers on the causes of unethical behaviour
from the individual level, the organisational level, and the
feature of the unethical event itself. Specifically, (1) the bad
apple phenomenon refers to physiological and psychological
factors that influence executives at the individual level, in
which physiological factors include gender (Knight, 2002;
Nguyen Nhung et al., 2008), education level (Wang and
Zhao, 2007), past academic and military experiences (Franke,
2001; Kish-Gephart et al., 2010; Zeming et al., 2020), etc.;
psychological factors include executives’ personality (Donmez-
Turan, 2015), locus of control (Detert et al., 2008), etc.
(2) Bad barrel phenomenon refers to the influence of
institutional and cultural environment at the organisational
level, in which cultural environment includes the internal
culture of an organisation (Bad Barrel) and the broader
social culture of a country (Bad Cellar) (Peterson, 2002;
Tan et al., 2012). (3) Different from studies on the bad
apple phenomenon or bad barrel phenomenon, studies on
the feature of unethical behaviour, such as the severity and
controversy, discusses its impact on executives’ unethical
behaviour. There are relatively few studies on this topic, and
in the limited number of studies that are relevant, researchers
mainly explored two constitutive dimensions of moral intensity
(Jones, 1991; Tan et al., 2011) and the mechanisms of
each dimension (O’Fallon and Butterfield, 2005). In addition,
we also reviewed papers on the consequences of unethical
behaviour from the individual level and the organisational
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Note: Bad Apple, Bad Barrel and Bad Cellar Phenomenon mainly focus on the personal factors 
and environmental factors that trigger the occurrence of executives' unethical behaviour. The 
Characteristics of Unethical Behaviour perspective focuses on the inherent properties of the 
behaviour itself and the mechanisms that cause unethical behaviour. The Individual Recovery 
Phenomenon focuses on the range of impacts on the executives and their organizations after 
unethical behaviours and the Organizational Recovery perspective focuses on how an executive or 
organization recovers from such impacts.

Individual Level:

Bad Apple Phenomenon
(Personal/Internal factors)

Executives’ Psychographics

 Executives’ personality (Narcissism, 
Machiavellianism, etc.)
 Locus of control (external or internal)
 Moral sensitivity
…

Executives’ Demographics

 Gender, Education, etc.
 Past experience (e.g., Academic and 

military experience)
 Level of moral development

Antecedents                 Characteristics of Unethical Behaviour Consequences

Environment Level:
C

haracteristics of U
nethical B

ehaviour

Dimensions
(Moral Intensity)

 Severity of consequences
 Social consistency
 Probability of effect
 Time proximity
 Intimacy
 Aggregation of outcomes

Mechanism of Each 

Dimension

 There are relatively 
uniform conclusions on 
severity of consequences 
and social consistency.
 Discussion on the reasons 

why the conclusions of the 
remaining dimensions are 
not unified.

Individual Recovery Phenomenon 
(Individual-level impact)

Personal Trauma

 Unemployment, re-employment of 
executives, etc.
 Punish failure
…

Career Recovery

 Reemployment of unethical executives 
(from human and social capital 
perspective)
 Executive retention
…

Bad Barrel Phenomenon

Bad Cellar Phenomenon 
(Environmental/External factors)

Organizational Environment

 Organizational cultural environment 
(apathetic, utilitarian, caring, and 
comprehensive)
 Organizational policies (formal ethics 

institutionalization, performance pressure)

Institutional Environment

 Formal institution (Institutional 
perfection, Incompleteness, instability and 
implementation cost of laws and 
regulations)
 Informal institution (Institutional 

orientation, Goal, time pressure and 
development orientation)

Organizational Recovery Phenomenon 
(Organizational-level impact)

Organizational Trauma

 Organizational long-term performance 
(stock price, loaning ability, opportunity 
cost)
 Organizational short-term performance 

(Short-term competitive advantage, 
insufficient enforcement of laws and 
regulations)

Organizational Recovery

 Improving existing monitoring 
mechanisms (organizational structure 
differences, and positive improvement 
signals)
 Implementation of punishment 

mechanism (executive turnover, and 
effectiveness of punishment mechanism)

FIGURE 4

The conceptual framework for executives’ unethical behaviour.

level. Prior studies mainly explored the impact of unethical
behaviour on executives (e.g., reputational damage, turnover,
etc.) or organisations (e.g., organisational long- and short-term

performance) (Desai et al., 2006; Grant and Visconti, 2006;
Karpoff et al., 2008), and how they can recover from such
impact.
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Analysis for research themes of
previous literature on executives’
unethical behaviour

Research themes on the antecedents
of executives’ unethical behaviour

Bad apple phenomenon
The bad apple phenomenon suggests that the executives’

own characteristics, including executives’ demographics and
psychographics, are key factors determining whether they
will engage in unethical behaviour. Hambrick and Mason
(1984) proposed upper echelons theory, which uses executives’
observable demographic variables as proxies for executives’
unobservable and difficult-to-measure psychological processes.
Since they proposed this theory, executive demographic
variables have received sustained attention from scholars as
a central theme in the study of unethical behaviour. These
demographic variables include the gender (Andreoli and
Lefkowitz, 2009), past experience and education level of the
executive. In terms of gender, it is generally believed that
female executives have less opportunistic behaviour (Dreber and
Johannesson, 2008), greater moral sensitivity (Gilligan, 1977;
Liu and Liu, 2014) and a more robust operation approach
(Wei et al., 2012) when making corporate decisions because
they have a lower propensity for risk and greater consideration
of ethical issues (Knight, 2002; Nguyen Nhung et al., 2008).
Some scholars have also studied the influence of executives’
past experiences on their unethical behaviour based on identity
theory and imprinting theory. For example, the academic
experience of executives may reduce the emergence of unethical
behaviour, because of accelerating the development of their
moral cognition (Wu and Liu, 2006; Wang and Zhao, 2007;
Kish-Gephart et al., 2010) and reducing potential reputation
crises (Wen et al., 2019; Zeming et al., 2020). However, research
findings on executives’ military experience are inconsistent, with
some scholars suggesting that military experience fosters greater
moral perceptions (Franke, 2001) and greater stress tolerance
(Boas et al., 1998), thereby contributing to the reduction of
unethical behaviour. On the contrary, other scholars suggested
that this case may also lead to a higher willingness to take
risks and create overconfidence (Berkowitz and Lepage, 1967;
Elder, 1986), leading to executives’ unethical behaviour. The
use of executives’ demographic variables as antecedents of
unethical behaviour is, in general, a very important subset of
the field. However, factors such as gender are only surface-
level factors of individual characteristics, so their underlying
mechanisms of the influence on unethical behaviour need to be
further investigated. In addition, little attention has been paid
in the existing literature to the variability of the impact of past
experience on executives, such as whether the same experience
has different effects at different times of the executive’s life

or at different periods of economic development. Therefore,
further exploration of the mechanisms underlying the effects
of individual demographic variables on executives’ unethical
behaviour is a promising research direction.

Apart from executives’ demographic variables, some studies
have also explored the antecedents of executives’ unethical
behaviour from the perspective of their psychographics, such
as executives’ personality and locus of control. Studies on
executives’ personalities suggested that executives with ‘dark’
personalities, such as narcissism and Machiavellianism, are
significantly and positively associated with unethical behaviour
(Donmez-Turan, 2015). Typically, narcissistic executives exhibit
traits, such as self-centredness (Morf and Rhodewalt, 2001),
disregard for the interests of others (Emmons, 1987) and lower
moral sensitivity. From another aspect, high Machiavellian
executives are more pragmatic, unscrupulous and utilitarian,
and they tend to abandon moral norms to achieve their goals
(Wu and Lebreton, 2011). Interestingly, in a study on social
media fatigue, Banks et al. (2019) found that social media fatigue
predisposes individuals to a lack of motivation and cognitive
flexibility, which in turn leads to unethical behaviour, and
this effect tends to be more pronounced for female executives
(Al-Shatti et al., 2022). This finding contradicts the previous
study that male executives have a higher tendency to behave
unethically, and therefore also deserves further exploration
in future research. Besides, research on locus of control,
in addition to executives’ personality, is also of interest to
scholars and suggests that individuals with an external locus
of control tend to view external forces as determinants of
things, and therefore, they tend to have a looser ethical code
(Detert et al., 2008). However, compared with the research on
executives’ demographic variables, research on psychographic
characteristics is still in its infancy and deserves continued
attention in future studies.

Bad barrel and bad cellar phenomenon
With the development of the study on executives’ unethical

behaviour, scholars gradually expanded from the demographic
and psychographic characteristics of executives to study the
antecedents of their unethical behaviour to the cultural
environment and institutional environmental factors, that is,
from the perspective of bad apple phenome-non to bad barrel
and bad cellar phenomenon.

First, from the perspective of bad barrel phenomenon,
current research mainly focuses on the internal environment
of the organisation. Organisational environment refers to
the values, moral norms and traditional customs shared
by members of organisations (Liu and Liu, 2014). Prior
literature mainly explored the antecedents of executives’
unethical behaviour from the perspective of organisational-
level cultural environments and organisational policies. Based
on the different levels of attention enterprises attach to
organisational performance and employee well-being, sodm
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cultural environment can be divided into four types: apathetic,
utilitarian, caring and comprehensive type. Amongst them,
the apathetic and utilitarian cultural environment neglects
attention to the organisation members. In this case, executives
tend to have higher motivation for unethical behaviour to
maximise the pursuit of the organisation or their own interests
(Tan et al., 2012). By contrast, a caring and comprehensive
cultural environment will lead to a lower tendency for executives
to behave unethically (Deshpande, 1996). Miller et al. (2015)
proposed a similar view in their study, where they argued
that social comparisons can induce executives to try to
restore a kind of “fairness,” which in turn leads to unethical
behaviour.

As for organisational policies, Lant (1992) suggests that the
pressure on decision makers often comes from the gap between
their perceived reality and expectations. When companies
set high performance pressures on executives, for example,
companies often publicly announce that they are outperforming
their competitors and pursuing the “number one” in their
mission, executives are more likely to behave unethically. This
is because unethical behaviour, while detrimental to stakeholder
interests, may pro-vide firms with certain advantages to slow
performance declines (Rudy and Johnson, 2016). Moreover,
based on the context of COVID-19 pandemic, Agarwal (2021)
found that to manage the negative effects of COVID-19 and
improve performance, most firms had to make structural and
operational changes, such as layoffs and work overload on the
remaining employee. In this case it leads to higher job insecurity
and excessive stress among executives, which in turn triggers
unethical decisions. With the increasing attention to business
ethics, companies are also paying more attention to ethical issues
in their operations and explicitly include ethical requirements in
their policy manuals. As Singhapakdi et al. (1996) has argued,
the policies that explicitly include ethical requirements can
directly influence the executives’ behaviour and are assimilated
in the organisational culture. In addition, it is worth paying
attention to the fact that formal ethical norms in organisations
have received less attention in studies on emerging economies,
so it is worth further exploring whether they can actually reduce
executives’ unethical behaviour in emerging economies and the
mechanisms of their effects.

Second, from the perspective of bad cellar phenomenon,
which focuses on institutional environment at macro-level.
The institutional environment has been a hot research topic
in recent years in studying the antecedents of executive
unethical behaviour, which mainly involves formal institution
(institutional perfection, incompleteness, instability and
implementation cost of laws and regulations, etc.) and informal
institution (institutional orientation, goal, time pressure and
development orientation, social cultural environment, etc.) The
perfect institutional environment can better protect enterprise
property rights and investment returns and reduce transaction
costs and risks (Wan and Chen, 2010). This environment can

also make enterprises have a strong rule consciousness and
more consider the constraints of rules while pursuing economic
interests, thereby reducing unethical behaviour. In general,
several studies explored the influence of institutional perfection
on executives’ unethical behaviour from the perspectives of
imperfection, instability and implementation costs of laws
and regulations based on institutional theory and institutional
anomie theory (He et al., 2015; Jun, 2017).

In addition, some scholars explored the impact of
institutional orientation based on existing institutions.
Generally speaking, establishing a goal-oriented system will
prompt executives to have a higher tendency to behave
unethically to achieve the predetermined performance
requirements (Kaptein, 2008). By contrast, the development-
oriented system will make executives’ pay more attention to
the process of goal realisation. This system will also identify
the deficiency and potential of organisational members and
train them (He et al., 2012), which is negatively correlated
with the unethical behaviour of executives. Moreover, scholars
have gradually deepened their research on goal orientation.
The degree of goal clarity and difficulty, the process of goal
setting and the goal content have gradually attracted more
and more scholars’ attention. Interestingly, many studies
have found that the use of equity incentives for executives
may also trigger unethical behaviour (Burns and Kedia, 2006;
Efendi et al., 2007; Hass et al., 2016), due to the fact that
executives will ignore the manner they achieve the goals,
which occurs particularly frequently in emerging markets. As
rapid economic development and imperfect institutions are
important characteristics of emerging economies (Arnold and
Quelch, 1998), at this time, both enterprises and countries
are more likely to take ensuring rapid economic growth as
their primary goal. Therefore, institutional perfection and
institutional orientation are also the elements that should
be paid attention to in the research on executives’ unethical
behaviour in emerging markets.

As for the social-level cultural environment, prior studies
mainly focussed on the influence of several specific social-level
cultural environments on executives’ unethical behaviour, such
as individualism (Peterson, 2002), universalism (Cullen et al.,
2004) and money materialism (Messner and Rosenfeld, 2001).
However, prior studies mostly focussed on the western cultural
environment and ignored the impact of the high-power distance
and collectivism culture that often exists in emerging economies
like China. Therefore, future research could explore the impact
of different national cultures on executives’ unethical behaviour
in emerging markets.

Characteristics of unethical behaviour
Different from studies on the antecedents of executive

unethical behaviour from the perspectives of bad apple
phenomenon or bad barrel phenomenon, studies on the
characteristics of unethical behaviour are based on the
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characteristics of the behaviour itself, such as the severity and
controversy of the consequences of the behaviour, to explore
their impact on executives’ unethical behaviour. Most of the
research in this area is based on the concept of moral intensity
introduced by Jones (1991) and considers moral intensity as
a multidimensional structure consisting of six dimensions:
severity of consequences, social consistency, probability of
effect, temporal proximity, intimacy and aggregation of
outcomes. This concept is mainly used to measure the severity of
the ethical issues involved in the behaviour itself. It is generally
believed that the stronger the moral intensity, the lower the
likelihood of executives engaging in unethical behaviour (Tan
et al., 2011). Depending on different research focuses, studies on
moral intensity can be divided into studies on the distinction
of moral intensity dimensions and studies on the mechanism
of each moral intensity dimension on executives’ unethical
behaviour. In terms of distinction of moral intensity dimensions,
some scholars used factor analysis to distinguish between two
dimensions of moral intensity: social pressure and potential
consequences (Singhapakdi et al., 1996). By contrast, others
argued that moral intensity can be reduced to a common
factor, that is, only one dimension (Valentine and Silver, 2001).
However, the six-dimensional structure proposed by Jones has
been adopted by many scholars and widely used in subsequent
studies.

In terms of the mechanism of each dimension, scholars
have come to similar conclusions about the severity of
the consequences and social consistency. They generally
agree that the more severe the consequences of unethical
events or the more socially consistent the judgement of the
unethical nature of the behaviour, the less likely decision-
makers are to act unethically (O’Fallon and Butterfield, 2005).
However, the conclusions of the remaining four dimensions
are not uniform, and even diametrically opposed conclusions
emerge from the different studies. The reasons for this
inconsistency are manifold. McMahon and Harvey (2007),
through two groups with different experimental designs, and
Janet and Anusorn, through a comparison of studies in
Thai and US contexts, suggested that differences in within-
and between-group designs, including cultural differences,
are the main reasons for the significant differences in
research findings (Svetla and Isabelle, 2005). Overall, owing
to the large differences in culture and legal systems in
emerging market countries, the same ethical issue can bring
about different perceptions of individual ethical problems
in different regions, that is, the same ethical event may
bring about different moral intensities in emerging market
countries. Thus, further research on moral intensity based on
emerging market contexts would be beneficial to enrich the
literature in this area and generate opportunities for theoretical
innovation.

Research themes on the consequences
of executives’ unethical behaviour

Different from the previous three perspectives on the
antecedents of executives’ un-ethical behaviour, both the
individual recovery phenomenon and organisational recovery
phenomenon focus on the effects of unethical behaviour from
the perspective of the con-sequences of unethical behaviour.

Individual recovery phenomenon
Individual recovery phenomenon focuses on the effects

of unethical behaviour on executive. Previous studies mainly
explored the impact of unethical behaviour on executives in
terms of personal trauma and career recovery. Personal trauma,
one of the important outcomes of unethical behaviour, refers
to a range of effects on the executives, such as unemployment,
fines and market exclusion, when their behaviour is uncovered.
Studies conventionally explored the issue of executive turnover
and re-employment following the occurrence of unethical
behaviour based on reputation theory. These studies suggested
that the disclosure of unethical behaviour has a negative impact
on the reputation of executives in the market for professional
managers, which in turn leads to higher turnover rates and
lower re-employment opportunities (Arthaud-Day et al., 2006;
Desai et al., 2006; Karpoff et al., 2008). However, in some
emerging economies, institutional imperfection and a low
degree of marketisation in the selection mechanism of corporate
executive teams (Weihua, 2011) have made it difficult for the
reputation mechanism to function. In addition, the penalties for
executives’ unethical behaviour are weak (Li and Chen, 2013).
This phenomenon has, to some extent, encouraged executives
in emerging economies to engage in unethical behaviour.
Therefore, directly applying the same views of Western scholars
to research the consequences of executives’ unethical behaviour
in emerging economies is difficult. Future research should
consider the characteristics of emerging economies and explore
how the consequences of unethical behaviour in emerging
economies affect the professional development of executives and
the effectiveness of penalties for unethical behaviour.

Career recovery refers to a series of recovery measures
that executives may take to compensate for the negative
impact of their uncovered unethical behaviour. It is estimated
that 93% of executives will be removed as a result of the
disclosure of the unethical event (Agrawal and Cooper, 2017).
Moreover, the subsequent re-employment of those executives
whose reputation in the market for professional managers has
been damaged has become a hot topic in career recovery
research. Career recovery focuses on the social and human
capital of those unethical executives and its impact on their re-
employment (Gowan and Lepak, 2007). It is generally believed
that executives with high social and human capital can improve
corporate competence, organisation management ability and
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corporate relational capital (Coffie and Yeboah, 2018), thereby
alleviating the negative effects of reputation damage and
improving re-employment opportunities. However, there is a
relative paucity of research on career recovery in general,
with even less research focussing on emerging economies. In
Western research, executive turnover has traditionally meant
leaving the company, so previous studies mainly explored
the issue of career recovery for unethical executives on this
basis. Owing to the non-market-based nature of the executive
selection mechanism and the strong bureaucratic overtones,
unethical executives in emerging economies may simply cease
to serve as the chairman or general manager of a listed
company but remain in other positions, such as the deputy
general manager or director (Weihua, 2011), and maintain
the same salary level. Therefore, future research on these
differences in performance could not only test the effectiveness
of the current regulatory regime but also provide new research
objects and opportunities for theoretical innovation in the
field of research on the consequences of executives’ unethical
behaviour.

Organisational recovery phenomenon
Similar to the Individual Recovery phenomenon, the

organisational recovery phenomenon also focuses on
the consequences of executives’ unethical behaviour and
mainly explores the impact on the organisation from the
perspectives of organisational trauma and recovery. The
study on organisational trauma is relatively rich, and it is
generally believed that executives’ unethical behaviour has a
negative impact on organisational performance in the long
term (Grant and Visconti, 2006), but probably positively
affects the short-term performance of the firm (Tan et al.,
2012). Research on long-term performance has been conducted
mainly in terms of lower corporate share prices (Agrawal
and Chadha, 2005), poorer loaning capacity (Huang, 2013),
high penalty costs (Alexander, 1999), opportunity costs of
missing out (Griffin, 2003), corporate reputation, organisational
legitimacy, external stakeholder identification and support for
the organisation (Lian et al., 2019b). Compared with the short-
term performance, there are more consistent conclusions on
the long-term performance that executives’ unethical behaviour
directly or indirectly hinders the sustainable development of the
firm. There are different conclusions in the impact of executives’
unethical behaviour on short-term performance. The main
reason for the disagreement is that unethical behaviour usually
is the decision after weighting the costs and benefits (Fei et al.,
2016). Thus, firms may compress corporate costs in the short
term because of the implementation of unethical behaviour,
and then gain a short-term competitive advantage (Grant and
Visconti, 2006; Tan et al., 2012). Emerging economies are often
characterised by weak penalties (Jiang and Kim, 2015) and
poor implementation of laws and regulations (Henisz and
Delios, 2003). Therefore, the negative effects of executives’

unethical behaviour may take longer to become apparent in
the firm. Therefore, the empirical evidence and improvement
of existing conclusions on executives’ unethical behaviour in
the emerging markets context are the focus of attention at this
stage.

Compared with organisational trauma, research on how
organisations can alleviate or restore the ongoing negative
effects of executives’ unethical behaviour, that is, organisational
recovery, is less. Previous studies explored this issue mainly
in terms of improving existing monitoring mechanisms and
implementing penalty mechanisms. Amongst the studies on
the improvement of monitoring mechanisms, researchers
mainly focussed on the dichotomous relationship of ‘corporate
structure-executives’ unethical behaviour’. They studied the
effect of the differences in corporate structure on organisational
recovery, such as increasing the proportion of independent
directors (Burns and Kedia, 2006; Ashbaugh-Skaife et al., 2008)
and increasing the shareholding of institutional investors (Li
and Li, 2008). Moreover, some scholars noted that the change in
the organisational structure of the company not only enhances
the effect of the organisational monitoring mechanism but
also sends a signal to the public that the organisation is
committed to changing the status quo, which in turn mitigates
the negative impact of the executive’s unethical behaviour (Lian
et al., 2019a). In addition, the implementation of penalty
mechanisms is also an important way of organisational recovery,
which mainly emphasises the behaviour of executives and
their corresponding responsibilities. As executives are often
considered the spokesperson of the company (Hambrick and
Mason, 1984), the choice of replacing an executive after his
or her unethical behaviour is exposed can effectively send
a signal to the public that the organisation has ‘changed
radically’. It benefits not only to quickly restore the company’s
image but also to divert the attention of the public and
directly reduce the negative impact of the unethical behaviour
(Cao, 2015; Xuewen and Fan, 2021). Although sometimes
these punishments are totally unjustified for some executives,
those executives are often treated by companies as scapegoats
to alleviate the effects of unethical behaviour (Brown, 1982;
Walsh and Seward, 1990). This finding also explains, to some
extent, why 93% of unethical executives are replaced as a
result of unethical events. However, in the existing research
on organisational recovery, there is a lack of research to
test the effectiveness of these measures and the possibility
of repeated unethical events in organisations. Particularly in
emerging economies, several companies have experienced high-
level executives’ unethical behaviour, and a number of industry
leaders and listed companies experienced such events (Li and
Chen, 2013). Thus, helping such companies recover quickly
from unethical events, operate normally in the market and
reduce the potential for repeat unethical behaviour is vital to the
health of emerging economies.
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From the review of executives’ unethical behaviour research
themes from 2000 to 2020, we draw the following three findings.
Firstly, research on antecedents still focuses on executives’
demographic characteristics and institutional environmental
factors. Researchers have analysed the drivers of executives’
unethical behaviour from different theories and perspectives.
In addition, there has been an increase in the attention paid
to the psychographic characteristics of executives, cultural
environment factors and the characteristics of unethical events.
However, studies based on the uniqueness of emerging
economies are relatively few, which is not conducive to
theoretical expansion. Secondly, trauma has always been the
focus of research on the consequences of unethical behaviour,
of which there has been relatively considerable research on
organisational trauma but only a small amount of research on
personal trauma of executives. Moreover, how organisations
or executives ‘recover’ from unethical events is becoming a
hot topic. Given the differences between emerging market
contexts and traditional research contexts, exploring the
nature of these differences and executives’ unethical behaviour
in emerging economies is also a promising direction for
future research.

Directions for future research

With the development of the research on executives’
unethical behaviour, more and more scholars are paying
attention to the research on executives’ unethical behaviour
in emerging economies. The uniqueness of emerging market
contexts has led to several unique issues, and thus, there
is a great opportunity for theoretical innovation. The
unique characteristics of emerging markets include cultural
differences, institutional differences and differences in economic
development stages. In terms of cultural differences, high power
distance, collectivism and relationship utilisation have received
more attention from scholars (Jin et al., 2005; Yiu et al., 2014).
In terms of institutional differences, emerging economies, such
as China, are still in a period of economic transition, and the
typical characteristics of the nature of institutions are dynamic,
unstable and imperfect (Peng, 2000; Meyer, 2001). Under this
context, the weak implementation of laws and regulations and
government intervention are also factors to be considered. In
terms of differences in economic development stages, many
scholars have highlighted the uniqueness of increased market
competition and the rapid industrialisation process in emerging
economies (Zhou et al., 2005). On this basis, the unique
factors that influence the antecedents and consequences of
executives’ unethical behaviour in the emerging market context
should be explored. Therefore, future research on executives’
unethical behaviour should be further explored with a focus on
emerging markets, and the following are several future research
suggestions.

Antecedents of executives’ unethical
behaviour in the context of emerging
economies

Future research on the bad apple phenomenon should
continue to explore the demographic and psychographic
characteristics of executives. Firstly, from the perspective of
executives’ demographic characteristics, owing to the rapid
economic development of emerging economies, executives in
these countries have experienced a significant increase in
per capita income and career development opportunities. In
addition, more and more specialised types of executives, such
as those from humble backgrounds, those with overseas study
experience and those with foreign employment experience,
are appointed as corporate executives, providing potential
new research groups for the research on the antecedents of
executives’ unethical behaviour. Moreover, previous studies
have identified differences in unethical decision-making of
executives with similar experiences. However, they have not
explored the underlying drivers of these differences and whether
they are influenced by the rapid industrialisation process in
emerging economies. Furthermore, the changing environment
brought about by economic development can have a significant
impact on executives’ personal psychological needs, such as a
greater emphasis on personal fulfilment and work-life balance.
Therefore, future research could conduct further investigation
in the following directions: (1) to explore the differences in
the mindset of executives with different experiences in their
decision-making and the core mechanisms that drive their
unethical behaviour; (2) to explore why executives with similar
experiences have different tendencies to behave unethically
and the impact of the rapid industrialisation process; (3)
to explore the impact of different types of psychological
needs on executive decision-making preferences. For example,
executives who are more focussed on the realisation of
personal values may be more likely to neglect the process
of realisation, that is, they are less likely to take ethical
considerations into account.

Future research on bad barrel phenomenon should further
explore the antecedents of executives’ unethical behaviour in
terms of the cultural and institutional environments. For the
cultural environment, prior studies mostly focussed on the
influence of environmental factors on executives’ unethical
behaviour from the perspectives of corporate culture and ethical
climate. These studies partly ignored the influence of the
more general environment in which executives live, that is,
the social-level cultural environment. Thus, future research
could explore the factors that contribute to executives’ unethical
behaviour more in terms of national culture, such as face
culture, relationship culture, high power distance, collectivism
and long-term orientation. In addition, as emerging economies
open up, their traditional cultures are inevitably impacted by
foreign cultures. In this context, the question of how face
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and relationship culture transform and influence executives’
unethical behaviour in the context is also a special research
topic. From an institutional environment perspective, most
existing research on institutional inadequacies focussed on
the lack of a mature formal system and the instability of
the system, with less attention paid to the impact of weak
implementation of laws and regulations and weak penalty levels.
Moreover, in the emerging market context, the state or the
government, in the pursuit of rapid economic development, may
emphasise results over process in the policy-making process.
This case in turn may affect executives’ unethical behaviour
and provide new perspectives and theoretical innovation
opportunities for research on the antecedents. Therefore,
more attention should be paid to institutional orientation
research in the future.

Future research on the characteristics of unethical behaviour
can try to expand the underlying theories related to the
characteristics of the existing unethical events, or even construct
new theories. As mentioned in the previous section, moral
intensity emphasises an objective description of the behaviour
itself, which implies that the same event should have the same
moral intensity in different regions. However, owing to the
institutional incompleteness of emerging economies, executives
in those economies may have different subjective perceptions
of the same unethical event. For example, the occurrence of
a food safety incident in a country with a well-developed
market system may lead to high fines or even criminal liability.
On the contrary, in an emerging economy, executives may
be more likely to lead to lower expectations of the severity
of consequences because of the lack of relevant laws and
regulations. In addition, the current literature has relatively
uniform conclusions on the two dimensions of moral intensity,
namely, the severity of consequences and social consistency.
However, the extent and mechanism of the impact of different
damages brought about by unethical events, such as physical
damage, economic damage and psychological damage, on
executives’ unethical behaviour still need to be further explored.
Thus, future research can draw attention to the following issues:
(1) in the context of inadequate market systems and imperfect
institutions, the perceived moral intensity of executives may
be the key influencing factor in determining whether they
will engage in unethical behaviour. (2) With regard to the
various dimensions of moral intensity, the mechanism of each
dimension’s effect on executives’ unethical behaviour can be
further refined.

Consequences of executives’ unethical
behaviour in the context of emerging
economies

Future research on the Individual Recovery phenomenon
should further explore the impact of executives’ unethical

behaviour on the executives themselves and how they can
recover from it. In terms of personal trauma, traditional
governance approaches based on reputation theory are difficult
to achieve the desired results in emerging economies because of
the unique attribute of less marketized professional managers.
It not only changes the existing predictions of reputation
theory but may also even have new phenomena that are
difficult to explain in the traditional literature. In this context,
investigating the impact of different incentives or sanctions
on executives themselves, how reputation mechanisms work
in emerging market contexts, and the mechanisms by which
reputation mechanisms work for different types of executives
is instructive. In terms of research on career recovery for
executives, the current literature paid less attention to this area
in general. As executives can become scapegoats in unethical
events, the question of how to help innocent executives
overcome the negative effects of unethical events, whether
companies will compensate executives who become scapegoats
and how executives themselves can avoid becoming scapegoats
in unethical events are all important issues for future research.
Further research on these phenomena will not only explain some
of the particular problems in emerging markets but also help to
improve existing theories of executives’ unethical behaviour.

Future research on organisational recovery could further
explore the impact of emerging market characteristics on the
conclusions of traditional organisational trauma research and
the effectiveness of recovery measures. From the perspective of
organisational trauma, emerging markets are characterised not
only by low levels of the penalty and weak implementation of
punitive measures compared with mature Western economies
(Henisz and Delios, 2003; Jiang and Kim, 2015) but also by a
tendency of group behaviour, which leads to the phenomenon
that ‘the law does not punish numerous offenders’ (Li and
Chen, 2013). These characteristics and phenomena challenge
the underlying assumptions of traditional organisational
trauma research and, in turn, have an impact on traditional
research conclusions. Thus, future research could focus on the
following directions: (1) how emerging market characteristics
change the underlying theories of existing organisational
trauma research, and how they affect traditional research
conclusions. For example, how the phenomenon of ‘the law
does not punish numerous offenders’ resulting from group
unethical behaviour can develop the organisational legitimacy
theory. (2) In emerging economies where the trauma of
unethical behaviour may be far less than the benefits to
the organisation, exploring how governments or markets can
increase the costs of corporate unethical behaviour is an
important topic for the future, given the characteristics of
emerging markets. In addition, there is a growing interest in
organisational recovery in the existing literature. Therefore,
future research could investigate the effectiveness of these
measures empirically or theoretically and further explore
other recovery mechanisms. As unethical behaviour is often
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a trade-off between pros and cons (Fei et al., 2016), follow-
up studies on unethical firms (e.g., whether there is repeated
unethical behaviour by firms) are not only a test of the
effectiveness of organisational recovery measures but also
provide a reference for future policy formulation in a broader
sense, which are worthy of continued exploration in future
research.

Conclusions

Research findings and contributions

By systematically reviewing 428 papers on executives’
unethical behaviour published in top Chinese and international
journals between 2000 and 2020, this study constructs
a conceptual framework for the analysis of executives’
unethical behaviour. The study also proposes suggestions
for future research in the context of emerging markets.
Some important trends in the research on executives’
unethical behaviour can be reflected in this study. Firstly,
based on the Western economic context, the research on
executives’ unethical behaviour has become more mature,
and a research map is formed based on the antecedents, the
characteristics of the behaviour itself and the consequences.
Relatively few studies have focussed on the consequences
of executives’ unethical behaviour, particularly on the
personal impact on executives. However, the existing
research themes are generally rich enough to explain the
phenomenon of executives’ unethical behaviour in the Western
economic context, both in terms of breadth and depth,
including richness and complexity. Secondly, research on
executives’ unethical behaviour based on the characteristics
of emerging economies has only just emerged, requiring
further development of relevant research or theory. As
the institutions and cultures of emerging economies are
quite different from those of developed Western countries,
grasping the essence of such differences is important
to draw out scientific research questions on executives’
unethical behaviour and to develop theories based on the
characteristics of emerging markets. Thirdly, the research on
executives’ unethical behaviour has shown strong practical
implications. Issues such as the problem of explosive corporate
unethical behaviour brought about by food safety and the
rent-seeking behaviour to improve corporate competitiveness
have attracted the attention of a large number of scholars,
providing a worthwhile theoretical basis for the design of new
institutions and policies.

This review has three main contributions. Firstly, the
study proposes a complete conceptual framework and conducts
an in-depth and systematic literature review. Unlike the
existing review articles, which focussed on the antecedents of

executive misconduct, this study analyses and summarises the
research content and themes of the literature on executives’
unethical behaviour in the past two decades. This study also
constructs a research map based on the antecedents, the
characteristics of the behaviour itself and the consequences,
providing a summary of the current status and progress of
existing research in this area. Secondly, this study expands and
extends the research map of executives’ unethical behaviour.
On the one hand, through content analysis of the existing
literature, this study presents for the first time two perspectives
on the Individual Recovery and organisational recovery
phenomena, which are also the focus of current research.
On the other hand, by focussing on the characteristics of
emerging market contexts, this study attempts to integrate
local research with traditional theory. This not only helps to
guide more scholars to focus on the consequences of unethical
behaviour and to construct corresponding theories but also
promotes the deepening of the field of executives’ unethical
behaviour research and further extends the traditional research
landscape. Thirdly, the study further subdivides the traditional
perspective of bad barrel phenomenon into the cultural or
institutional environment, making the research findings more
detailed and richer.

Limitations and future research
directions

For sample selection, this study focuses on the papers
published on both the international and Chinese management
journals or professional journals of business ethics. The study
retrieves 428 papers on executives’ unethical behaviour as the
object of analysis. Although this sample selection method
is one of the most common sample selection methods at
present, further refinement of the sample under the condition
of sufficient time and funding may make the analysis results
more scientific and rigorous. In addition, in terms of time
frame, this study includes the literature from 2000 to 2020.
While sorting out the entire development process of research
on executives’ unethical behaviour, future re-search can also
explore the dynamic changes in the focus of research, not only
by updating the data over time but also by dividing it into
different stages.
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