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4. Discussion and conclusions

4.1. Theoretical contributions

Great emphasis has been placed on the need to better under-
stand Mach (Liu, 2008) and clarify the drivers that link Mach,
external LOC, and relativistic beliefs to ethical decision making
(Kish-Gephart et al., 2010), yet scant research has responded to
these calls. Although considerable research has analyzed the in-
fluence of multiple psychological variables on ethical choices (Beu
et al., 2003; Kish-Gephart et al., 2010), few studies have sought to

explain the mechanisms by which this influence functions. To fill 
this gap, this study provides an in-depth analysis of the relation-
ships of external LOC and relativistic beliefs with Mach and thereby 
makes two important contributions to considerations of unethical 
work intentions that arise in interpersonal workplace relationships. 

First, consistent with prior literature (Kish-Gephart et al., 2010), 
we show that personal variables, such as relativistic beliefs and 
Mach, have strong negative influences on ethical work intentions. 
In other words, when employees conceive of ethics as dependent 
on the situation or believe the use of any means (i.e., manipulation, 
deceit) is acceptable to attain personal self-interests, it has negative 
influences on their ethical work intentions. Although external LOC 
traditionally has been classified as a negative influence too (Kish-
Gephart et al., 2010), our results reveal no such direct influence 
(see also Forte, 2004). Rather, we demonstrate that the influence of 
an external LOC (i.e., belief that the results of an action do not 
depend entirely on one's own behavior) moves indirectly through 
other, more overwhelming psychological variables, including Mach. 
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