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Abstract
Workplace unethical behavior poses significant harm to organizations, making
the exploration of intervention strategies for such behavior critically important.
Previous research has predominantly examined intervention methods for uneth-
ical behavior from a rational moral decision-making perspective, while studies
investigating these interventions from an intuitive moral decision-making per-
spective remain relatively scarce. This project proposes that mindfulness can
simultaneously influence both rational and intuitive moral decision-making sys-
tems, thereby reducing unethical behavior. Theoretically, this research aims
to investigate the impact of mindfulness on unethical behavior from the dual-
system perspective of moral decision-making, thereby expanding the research
approach to the intersection and integration of mindfulness and unethical be-
havior. In terms of practical application, it is proposed that mindfulness, as
an important factor that simultaneously influences both rational and intuitive
moral decision-making systems, can provide insights for reducing unethical be-
havior in management practice.
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Abstract: Workplace unethical behavior poses severe harm to organizations,
making the exploration of intervention strategies critically important for man-
agement practice. Previous research has primarily examined interventions for
unethical behavior from the perspective of rational ethical decision-making, with
relatively few studies investigating such interventions from the intuitive ethical
decision-making perspective. This project proposes that mindfulness can si-
multaneously influence both the rational and intuitive ethical decision-making
systems, thereby reducing unethical behavior. Theoretically, this research aims
to examine the effect of mindfulness on unethical behavior through the lens
of dual-system theory, expanding the interdisciplinary integration of mindful-
ness and behavioral ethics research. Practically, by identifying mindfulness as
an important factor that influences both rational and intuitive ethical decision-
making systems, this project offers insights for reducing unethical behavior in
management practice.
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1. Problem Statement
Workplace unethical behavior causes tremendous harm to organizations, and ex-
ploring measures to reduce such behavior holds significant practical value. Some
studies suggest that mindfulness may reduce individuals’unethical behavior (e.g.,
Orazi et al., 2021; Small & Lew, 2021). Mindfulness refers to non-judgmental
attention to and awareness of present-moment events and experiences (Brown
& Ryan, 2003; Kabat-Zinn, 2005). Traditional Chinese Confucian, Buddhist,
and Taoist cultures all contain mindfulness training traditions, with Buddhist
meditation being the most well-known (Lin & Xia, 2019). In modern society,
this ancient technique has gained renewed vitality. For instance, mindfulness
has become fashionable in Silicon Valley (Zhang et al., 2017), and many high-
tech companies have even introduced mindfulness programs internally (such as
Google’s “Search Inside Yourself”course) to help employees develop their po-
tential (Schaufenbuel, 2015). In the modern scientific domain, psychological
research has delved deeper into the efficacy of mindfulness, revealing its impor-
tant influence on various cognitive and emotional functions (Shen & Liao, 2023;
Wang & Liu, 2017; Zhang et al., 2017; Zheng & Ni, 2018). Additionally, mind-
fulness affects specific behaviors. For example, research suggests mindfulness
may reduce unethical behavior (Orazi et al., 2021; Small & Lew, 2021).

Unethical behavior refers to actions that harm others and are either illegal
or socially unacceptable (Jones, 1991). Previous research on the mechanisms
underlying individual unethical behavior can be divided into two major perspec-
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tives. The long-standing mainstream view holds that individual moral decision-
making is primarily based on rational moral reasoning (Jones, 1991; Kohlberg,
1976; Rest, 1986; Treviño, 1986). An emerging alternative perspective argues
that moral decision-making is primarily an intuitive judgment process (Greene
& Haidt, 2002; Haidt, 2001). These two perspectives have been further syn-
thesized as the dual-system theory of moral decision-making (Xu & Chi, 2007;
Greene, 2009). From these two different perspectives, previous research has ex-
plored two distinct categories of factors influencing unethical behavior: cognitive
factors such as ethical imagination, moral disengagement, and moral awareness,
and emotional factors such as guilt, disgust, and empathy (de Cremer & Moore,
2020). These factors may either inhibit or facilitate unethical behavior.

Notably, the vast majority of behavioral ethics research has been conducted
from the rational moral decision-making perspective (Kish-Gephart et al., 2010;
Reynolds, 2006; Treviño et al., 2014), leading most interventions for unethi-
cal behavior to target rational cognitive factors. Examples include establishing
ethical codes, punishing unethical behavior, building strong ethical cultures,
and providing ethics training (Kish-Gephart et al., 2010; Treviño et al., 2014).
These measures assume individuals are rational actors who can deliberate on
the consequences of unethical behavior. However, many unethical behaviors
may be impulsive, with individuals sometimes making no rational cost-benefit
calculation at all (Reynolds, 2006). Therefore, interventions targeting only ra-
tional factors may be insufficient to effectively reduce unethical behavior. For
instance, a meta-analysis by Kish-Gephart et al. (2010) found that the presence
or absence of ethical codes did not affect individuals’unethical behavior. Con-
sequently, simultaneous intervention in both rational and intuitive factors may
be necessary to reduce unethical behavior. Unfortunately, previous research has
not empirically examined this topic, possibly for two reasons: first, the rational
perspective still dominates behavioral ethics, with the intuitive perspective re-
ceiving less attention; second, it is difficult to identify a factor that influences
unethical behavior through both rational and intuitive processes.

This project proposes that mindfulness may be an important factor that simul-
taneously influences unethical behavior through both rational and intuitive pro-
cesses. Because mindfulness can affect both cognitive and emotional functions
(Wang & Liu, 2017; Zhang et al., 2017; Zheng & Ni, 2018), it may simulta-
neously intervene in both the rational and intuitive processes of individuals’
moral decision-making systems, thereby reducing unethical behavior. In recent
years, mindfulness has gradually gained attention in organizational manage-
ment research (Liu & Xin, 2019; Zhu et al., 2020). Organizational research
on mindfulness and ethics has focused on the relationship between mindfulness
and rational moral decision-making, following two main approaches. One ap-
proach suggests that because mindfulness emphasizes awareness, it can enhance
moral awareness, thereby facilitating subsequent moral decision-making (Ruedy
& Schweitzer, 2010; Shapiro et al., 2012). Another approach argues that mind-
fulness helps cultivate virtues such as moral responsibility, which may facilitate
moral decision-making (Orazi et al., 2021; Small & Lew, 2021). These studies
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on mindfulness and rational moral decision-making provide valuable insights
into how mindfulness may intervene in unethical behavior, offering preliminary
understanding of the connection between mindfulness and morality. However,
these studies have several unresolved issues. First, previous research has primar-
ily examined mindfulness from the rational moral decision-making perspective,
using moral judgment or moral intention as dependent variables, with few stud-
ies exploring whether mindfulness can reduce actual unethical behavior in the
workplace. Second, current research on mindfulness and moral decision-making
lacks a mature theoretical framework. Existing studies start from the conno-
tation of mindfulness, suggesting that both mindfulness and moral decision-
making emphasize the role of “awareness,”or that mindfulness helps cultivate
“virtue.”However, without theoretical guidance, these studies cannot explain
why mindfulness influences unethical behavior.

To address these issues, this project examines the relationship between
mindfulness and unethical behavior based on dual-system theory of moral
decision-making. Dual-system theory posits that individuals process infor-
mation through two distinct systems: System 1 operates through impulsive,
automatic, intuition-based, and rapid information processing, while System
2 operates through comprehensive, deliberate, rational, and relatively slow
information processing (Evans, 2008; Evans & Stanovich, 2013). In the moral
decision-making domain, evidence suggests that individuals’moral decisions
align with dual-system theory descriptions (e.g., Greene et al., 2001; Greene
et al., 2008; Greene et al., 2009; Haidt et al., 1993). The dual-system theory
of moral decision-making primarily represents the intuitive decision-making
system characterized by emotional mechanisms and the rational decision-
making system represented by moral reasoning (Cummins & Cummins, 2012).
Based on this theory, this project proposes that mindfulness can influence
both rational and intuitive moral decision-making systems, thereby reducing
unethical behavior. Regarding the rational moral decision-making system,
because mindfulness can enhance multiple aspects of cognitive function (Wang
& Huang, 2011; Good et al., 2016), it helps individuals engage in comprehensive,
deliberate reasoning about moral dilemmas, thus reducing unethical behavior.
Regarding the intuitive moral decision-making system, mindfulness can enhance
emotional regulation capabilities (Chen et al., 2011), cultivate moral emotions
(Bellosta-Batalla et al., 2020), and may help reduce unethical behavior.

Through this project, we aim to provide new theoretical and methodological
insights for intervening in unethical behavior. Previous research has primarily
explored intervention methods from the rational moral decision-making perspec-
tive. This project proposes mindfulness as a novel intervention that can reduce
unethical behavior through both rational and intuitive moral decision-making
systems, contributing to both organizational management theory and practice.
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2. Dual-System Theory of Ethical Decision-Making
2.1 Rational Ethical Decision-Making Perspective

Early research in behavioral ethics was significantly influenced by Kohlberg’
s (1969) theory of cognitive moral development. This theory divides individ-
ual moral cognitive development into pre-conventional, conventional, and post-
conventional levels, with each level further divided into two stages, totaling six
stages. Individuals at higher moral cognitive development stages are more likely
to make ethical decisions and reduce unethical behavior. The theory assumes
that moral decision-making involves a series of moral reasoning processes, mak-
ing it a rational moral decision-making theory (Haidt et al., 1993). Many early
studies on unethical behavior in organizations were guided by this theory (e.g.,
Abdolmohammadi et al., 2003; Treviño & Youngblood, 1990).

Another influential theory in behavioral ethics is Rest’s (1986) four-component
model of moral decision-making. This theory inherits the moral reasoning con-
cept from cognitive moral development theory and also views moral decision-
making as a rational reasoning process. The model divides moral decision-
making into four stages: moral awareness, moral judgment, moral intention,
and moral behavior, with each stage influencing the next and ultimately affect-
ing moral behavior. For example, if individuals fail to recognize the existence
of a moral dilemma, they may engage in more unethical behavior (Gino et al.,
2011).

Subsequent theoretical models in behavioral ethics have been influenced by
moral reasoning. For instance, Treviño’s (1986) person-situation interactionist
model suggests that the influence of moral cognitive development on organi-
zational (un)ethical behavior is moderated by other individual and situational
factors. Jones (1991) introduced the concept of moral intensity into Rest’s
four-component model, proposing the issue-contingent model of ethical decision-
making. Additionally, social cognitive theory is an important framework for
explaining unethical behavior in organizations, positing that individuals engage
in unethical behavior because certain cognitive processes weaken the constrain-
ing effect of moral standards on behavior (Bandura, 1991). Accordingly, the
theory proposes moral disengagement as an important moral regulation mech-
anism (Bandura, 1999). Moral disengagement is essentially a cognitive process
through which individuals justify their unethical behavior—a rational process of
defending one’s unethical actions.

2.2 Intuitive Ethical Decision-Making Perspective

Social cognitive theory has noted the influence of some moral emotions on un-
ethical behavior; for example, guilt may reduce unethical behavior (Bandura,
1991). Haidt et al. (1993) more directly challenged Kohlberg’s (1969) concept
of moral reasoning, arguing that moral judgment is more influenced by cultur-
ally shaped moral emotions. For instance, is it ethical to eat one’s pet dog?
According to traditional definitions of unethical behavior, a key condition for
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violating morality is whether the behavior harms others (Jones, 1991). Clearly,
eating one’s pet dog does not harm others, yet most participants considered
it unethical (Haidt et al., 1993). Haidt et al. (1993) argued that when individ-
uals judge eating their pet dog as unethical, they do not go through a “moral
reasoning”process. Instead, they are triggered by an emotion and intuitively
deem it unethical—a very rapid process. When asked why they made such moral
judgments, they may engage in a post-hoc justification process.

Based on these findings, Haidt (2001) proposed the social intuitionist model
of moral judgment, which posits that most moral decisions are intuitive judg-
ments triggered by emotions, with moral reasoning merely serving as a post-hoc
self-persuasion process. Functional magnetic resonance imaging studies further
support this view, finding that moral judgment involves heightened activation
in brain regions associated with emotions (Greene et al., 2001).

Under the influence of the intuitive ethical decision-making perspective,
Reynolds (2006) proposed a neurocognitive model of ethical decision-making.
This model suggests that two interrelated yet distinct processes exist in moral
decision-making: an intuitive decision-making process and a moral reasoning
process as described by traditional rational models. Reynolds (2006) argues
that both intuitive judgment and moral reasoning may exist in moral decision-
making, with their relative involvement varying when resolving different moral
dilemmas.

Overall, previous research has examined the question of why individuals engage
in unethical behavior from both rational and intuitive ethical decision-making
perspectives. In recent years, behavioral ethics research has increasingly empha-
sized the role of emotional factors in influencing unethical behavior (de Cremer &
Moore, 2020), with rational and intuitive theories showing signs of convergence.
This integrated perspective combining rational and intuitive moral decision-
making constitutes the dual-system theory of moral decision-making (Greene,
2009).

3. Connotation and Mechanism of Mindfulness
Modern psychology offers various definitions of mindfulness, which can be cat-
egorized as state, (quasi-)trait, skill, or cognitive process perspectives (Duan,
2014; Zheng & Ni, 2018). Kabat-Zinn (2005) defines mindfulness as“the aware-
ness that arises from paying attention, on purpose, in the present moment,
and non-judgmentally.”This definition emphasizes mindfulness as a method or
skill. Mindfulness can also be viewed as a series of cognitive processes, such as
maintaining present-moment awareness, self-regulation, meta-cognition, and ac-
ceptance (Bishop et al., 2004). Through mindfulness practice, individuals can
temporarily change their perception, cognition, and self-referential awareness,
achieving a mindful state (Wang & Huang, 2011). With long-term mindful-
ness training, these psychological characteristics may undergo lasting changes,
forming a mindfulness trait (Davidson, 2010). Additionally, even individuals
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without mindfulness practice experience may exhibit differences in mindfulness
traits (Brown & Ryan, 2003).

Mindfulness primarily influences individuals through cognitive and emotional
functions (see Figure 1 [Figure 1: see original paper]). Cognitively, mindful-
ness enhances attention, cognitive flexibility, working memory capacity, and
self-control. Previous research has found that mindfulness affects various atten-
tional capacities, including sustained attention, selective attention, and atten-
tional efficiency (He & Wang, 2020; Good et al., 2016). Regarding sustained
attention, mindfulness interventions can effectively reduce mind-wandering and
concentrate attention on present-moment experiences (Smallwood & Schooler,
2015). Studies have also found that mindfulness reduces habitual attention allo-
cation and distraction from interfering information, thereby improving selective
attention (Wadlinger & Isaacowitz, 2011). In terms of attentional efficiency,
highly mindful individuals require less effort in attention tasks (Tang et al.,
2015), and brain regions related to executive function consume fewer resources
(Kozasa et al., 2012). Cognitive flexibility is an important cognitive process for
generating novel ideas and forms the foundation of creative thinking. Research
has found that individuals who regularly practice mindfulness exhibit higher
cognitive flexibility than those without such experience, and self-reported mind-
fulness levels positively correlate with cognitive flexibility (Moore & Malinowski,
2009). Working memory is a limited-capacity system for temporarily processing
and storing information, representing an important aspect of cognitive ability
(Baddeley, 1992). Studies have found that two weeks of mindfulness training
can improve working memory capacity in individuals prone to mind-wandering,
with this improvement resulting from reduced mind-wandering (Mrazek et al.,
2013). Self-control is an important ability in daily life that helps individuals
resist immediate temptations and achieve long-term goals (Lian et al., 2017).
Tang et al. (2013) found that a two-week mindfulness intervention reduced smok-
ing by 60% in the experimental group; resting-state fMRI results showed that
individuals who received mindfulness intervention exhibited increased activity
in the anterior cingulate cortex and prefrontal cortex, both regions associated
with self-control. Therefore, mindfulness can enhance individuals’self-control
abilities.

Emotionally, mindfulness influences the emotional life cycle, emotional reactiv-
ity, and emotional tone (Good et al., 2016). The emotional life cycle refers to
the entire process from when emotion reaches peak arousal to when it returns
to baseline (Davidson, 1998). Research has found that mindfulness training en-
ables patients with social anxiety to reach peak emotional arousal more quickly,
meaning mindfulness can shorten the time window for emotions to reach max-
imum intensity (Goldin & Gross, 2010). Other studies have found that after
negative emotions are elicited, highly mindful individuals can return from peak
negative arousal to baseline more quickly (Keng et al., 2013). Emotional reac-
tivity refers to sensitivity to emotional stimuli (Davidson, 1998). Mindfulness
training can reduce amygdala gray matter density and activation at the physio-
logical level (Chen et al., 2011; Kral et al., 2018). Since the amygdala is a crucial
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organ for processing negative emotions, mindfulness may reduce emotional re-
activity. Emotional tone refers to whether emotions are positive or negative
(Davidson, 1998). Mindfulness helps individuals focus on present-moment expe-
riences rather than ruminating on past events or worrying about future risks
(Parmentier et al., 2019). Therefore, mindfulness can reduce negative emotions
such as anxiety, worry, and distress (Parmentier et al., 2019). Meta-analyses
have also found that mindfulness not only reduces negative emotions but also
enhances positive emotional experiences (Eberth & Sedlmeier, 2012).

The above discussion clearly shows that mindfulness significantly impacts both
cognitive and emotional functions. The core of dual-system theory of moral
decision-making is the rational moral decision-making system represented by
cognitive regulation and the intuitive moral decision-making system represented
by emotional regulation. Therefore, mindfulness may have important effects on
both moral decision-making systems. As previously mentioned, the core of
the rational moral decision-making system is moral reasoning—that is, individu-
als rationally and deliberately consider moral dilemmas during decision-making
(Rest, 1986). According to the four-component model (Rest, 1986), individu-
als must first recognize the existence of a moral issue (moral awareness), then
make accurate judgments about the moral dilemma (moral judgment), develop
behavioral tendencies (moral intention), and finally act according to these in-
tentions (moral behavior). Since mindfulness enhances attention, it may help
individuals recognize moral dilemmas (Ruedy & Schweitzer, 2010; Shapiro et al.,
2012). Improved cognitive functions such as cognitive flexibility and working
memory may help individuals process information more thoroughly (Baddeley,
1992; Murray et al., 1990), leading to more accurate moral judgments. Finally,
enhanced self-control from mindfulness may serve as an important guarantee for
converting moral intention into moral behavior (Ajzen, 1991). Therefore, the
cognitive benefits of mindfulness may help improve individuals’rational moral
decision-making capabilities. On the other hand, as previously mentioned, the
core of the intuitive moral decision-making system is emotional response. Mind-
fulness can affect emotional functions; highly mindful individuals have shorter
emotional life cycles and reach peak emotional arousal more quickly (Goldin &
Gross, 2010). Therefore, when facing moral dilemmas, mindfulness may help
individuals more rapidly experience specific moral emotions. Additionally, since
mindfulness emphasizes sincerely accepting present-moment states (Kabat-Zinn,
2005), highly mindful individuals are less likely to suppress their experienced
moral emotions. Thus, mindfulness may also enhance the functioning of indi-
viduals’intuitive moral decision-making system.

4. Review of Previous Research
As evident from the preceding discussion, existing research has made valuable
contributions to both mindfulness and unethical behavior as independent top-
ics. Mindfulness research has examined its important effects on cognitive and
emotional functions, including attention, cognitive flexibility, working memory,
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self-control, emotional life cycle, emotional reactivity, and emotional tone. Re-
search on unethical behavior has developed theoretical perspectives and iden-
tified influencing factors, exploring moral dilemma characteristics, individual
factors, interpersonal factors, and organizational factors (de Cremer & Moore,
2020; Kish-Gephart et al., 2010). However, existing research has several limita-
tions regarding both unethical behavior and the integration of mindfulness with
unethical behavior.

First, from a theoretical perspective on unethical behavior, although previous
research has identified two systems in moral decision-making—rational and in-
tuitive—behavioral ethics research in organizational management has continued
to operate primarily under the rational moral decision-making perspective. As
reviewed earlier, organizational management research has explored the mecha-
nisms of unethical behavior by directly borrowing from Kohlberg’s (1976) six-
stage theory of cognitive moral development or Rest’s (1986) four-component
model, and by proposing person-situation interaction models (Treviño, 1986)
and issue-contingent models (Jones, 1991). The core assumption of these theo-
ries is that individuals make moral decisions consciously through moral reason-
ing processes. However, as previously noted, many studies have found that
moral decisions often rely on intuition without undergoing moral reasoning
(Greene & Haidt, 2002; Greene, 2009; Greene et al., 2001). Therefore, adopting
the comprehensive perspective of dual-system theory to guide behavioral ethics
research in organizational management is necessary.

Second, research combining mindfulness and unethical behavior has also been
largely neglected. On one hand, existing research has paid insufficient atten-
tion to the integration of mindfulness and unethical behavior. As mentioned
earlier, some studies have examined the combination of mindfulness and moral-
ity (e.g., Ruedy & Schweitzer, 2010; Shapiro et al., 2012). However, overall,
research on this topic is lacking, and these studies often remain at the level of
mindfulness’s impact on moral cognition without extending to moral behav-
ior. On the other hand, research on mindfulness and unethical behavior lacks
an integrative theoretical framework. As noted previously, existing research
on mindfulness and morality has primarily operated within the rational moral
decision-making system perspective, with few studies exploring it from the intu-
itive moral decision-making perspective, and even fewer from the comprehensive
dual-system theory perspective. Therefore, it is necessary to strengthen research
on the integration of mindfulness and unethical behavior while adopting the in-
tegrative dual-system theory perspective to guide such research.

5. Research Design
This project proposes two studies to examine the effect of mindfulness on un-
ethical behavior from the perspectives of rational and intuitive moral decision-
making systems, respectively. Subsequently, an integrative framework will be
constructed from the dual-system perspective. The details of each research pro-
posal are introduced below.
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5.1 Study 1: Mindfulness Influences Unethical Behavior Through the
Rational Moral Decision-Making System

The core task of Study 1 is to examine how mindfulness affects unethical behav-
ior from the rational moral decision-making system perspective. Additionally,
Study 1 must address two crucial questions for the entire project: (1) how to
measure and manipulate individuals’mindfulness traits/states, and (2) how indi-
vidual and situational factors moderate the effect of mindfulness on the rational
moral decision-making system. The framework for Study 1 is shown in Figure
2 [Figure 2: see original paper].

In the operation of the rational decision-making system, both the processing
and outcomes of decision-making can be consciously perceived; this process
requires individuals to allocate attention to resource-consuming brain activities
(Sun et al., 2007). Researchers adopting the rational moral decision-making
perspective believe that the core of moral decision-making is moral reasoning;
individuals engage in conscious reasoning processes based on their moral beliefs
when making moral decisions (Reynolds, 2006). Mindfulness enhances many
cognitive abilities, including attention (Smallwood & Schooler, 2015), working
memory (Mrazek et al., 2013), cognitive flexibility (Moore & Malinowski, 2009),
self-control (Tang et al., 2013), and meta-cognition (Vickery & Dorjee, 2016).
These enhanced cognitive abilities are highly beneficial for individuals’rational
moral decision-making systems. In this study, ethical imagination and moral
disengagement are selected as representative variables for cross-validation of
mindfulness’s effect on the rational moral decision-making system. Ethical
imagination is the cognitive process through which individuals actively resolve
moral dilemmas (Ji & Yang, 2013), while moral disengagement is the cognitive
process through which individuals justify their unethical behavior (Yan et al.,
2021). Ethical imagination is a factor that reduces unethical behavior, whereas
moral disengagement is a factor that promotes it; these two variables represent
opposing cognitive processes in the rational moral decision-making system that
inhibit and promote unethical behavior, respectively.

Ethical imagination helps reduce unethical behavior (Ji & Yang, 2013). It is a
cognitive process through which decision-makers break through mental model
limitations to make decisions that serve organizational interests while adhering
to ethical rules (Ji & Yang, 2013). Moberg and Caldwell (2007) propose that
ethical imagination comprises three dimensions: moral awareness, perspective-
taking, and creative imagination. Mindfulness enhances cognitive abilities that
benefit all three dimensions. First, mindfulness improves attention (Wang &
Huang, 2011), thus enhancing moral awareness. Second, perspective-taking is
also a cognitive process, and research has found that mindfulness can improve
perspective-taking ability (Edwards et al., 2017). Finally, since mindfulness
enhances cognitive flexibility (Moore & Malinowski, 2009), it also benefits cre-
ative imagination (Cheung et al., 2020). Therefore, mindfulness may enhance
individuals’ethical imagination. Additionally, moral identity may strengthen
the positive relationship between mindfulness and ethical imagination. Indi-
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viduals with high moral identity view morality as an important component of
the self, striving to ensure their words and actions align with moral standards
(Aquino & Reed, 2002). Mindfulness enhances cognitive abilities, but these
abilities themselves lack moral attributes; high moral identity individuals can
apply these enhanced cognitive abilities to resolving moral dilemmas, thereby
increasing ethical imagination and reducing unethical behavior. In contrast, low
moral identity individuals are less likely to apply mindfulness-enhanced cogni-
tive abilities to moral dilemmas, resulting in minimal improvement in ethical
imagination. Therefore, moral identity can strengthen the positive effect of
mindfulness on ethical imagination, further reducing unethical behavior.

Moral disengagement leads to unethical behavior (Yan et al., 2021). It is a
process through which individuals find reasons to rationalize their unethical be-
havior, during which their moral standards are lowered (Bandura, 1999). Mind-
fulness can effectively prevent this process: on one hand, mindfulness enhances
self-control (Tang et al., 2013), making individuals less likely to lower their
moral standards; on the other hand, mindfulness improves meta-cognitive abil-
ity, enabling individuals to better monitor and regulate their cognitive activities
and gain clearer awareness of their cognitive processes (Vickery & Dorjee, 2016).
When individuals become aware of their process of justifying unethical behav-
ior, they can more easily recognize it as self-deception, thereby reducing moral
disengagement. Therefore, mindfulness can reduce moral disengagement and
consequently reduce unethical behavior.

Additionally, ethical climate may strengthen the negative effect of mindfulness
on moral disengagement. In environments that value morality, numerous moral
cues exist (Liu et al., 2017). In high ethical climate situations, mindful individ-
uals can more easily recognize moral cues, thereby constraining the lowering of
moral standards and reducing justifications for unethical behavior. In low ethi-
cal climate situations, mindful individuals lack external cues; even if they notice
their moral disengagement process, they may be unable to effectively inhibit it
due to weak moral climate signals. Therefore, ethical climate can strengthen
the negative effect of mindfulness on moral disengagement, further reducing
unethical behavior.

In summary, this study cross-validates the effect of mindfulness on unethical be-
havior through two rational cognitive processes—ethical imagination and moral
disengagement—providing evidence that mindfulness influences unethical behav-
ior via the rational moral decision-making system. Study 1 hypothesizes that
mindfulness’s enhancement of cognitive abilities ultimately manifests in individ-
uals’rational moral decision-making systems, making them less likely to engage
in unethical behavior. Ethical imagination and moral disengagement serve as
mediating variables between mindfulness and unethical behavior, while moral
identity and ethical climate moderate the mediating effects of ethical imagina-
tion and moral disengagement, respectively.

Study 1 will conduct two sub-studies: Study 1a will use laboratory experiments,
and Study 1b will use field survey research. These two studies will examine
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how state mindfulness and trait mindfulness affect the rational moral decision-
making system and subsequently influence unethical behavior, while also exam-
ining the moderating effects of individual and situational factors.

5.2 Study 2: Mindfulness Influences Unethical Behavior Through the
Intuitive Moral Decision-Making System

If Study 1 confirms that mindfulness can reduce unethical behavior by influenc-
ing the rational moral decision-making system, Study 2 further examines this
relationship from the intuitive moral decision-making system perspective. An
important issue Study 2 must address is how to measure individuals’moral emo-
tions in the workplace. The framework for Study 2 is shown in Figure 3 [Figure
3: see original paper].

The intuitive decision-making system operates unconsciously and rapidly with-
out consuming many cognitive resources; individuals have no awareness and
remain in autonomous control throughout the process (Sun et al., 2007). Re-
searchers adopting the intuitive moral decision-making perspective believe that
emotional factors are key influences on moral decision-making; individuals are
often triggered by various emotional factors (e.g., disgust, guilt, empathy) to
make moral decisions (Haidt, 2001). This process does not involve moral reason-
ing but rather represents an intuitive reaction (Xu & Chi, 2007). Mindfulness
has multiple effects on emotions, including increasing and preserving emotional
resources (Borders et al., 2010; Hülsheger et al., 2013) and cultivating moral
emotions (Bellosta-Batalla et al., 2020). These effects can be reflected in the
intuitive moral decision-making system. In this study, emotional exhaustion
and moral emotions are selected as variables to cross-validate mindfulness’s
effect on the intuitive moral decision-making system. Emotional exhaustion is a
state of excessive depletion of emotional and physical resources (Maslach et al.,
2001), during which individuals may impulsively engage in unethical behavior
(Hunter & Penney, 2014). Moral emotions are primary factors that heuristi-
cally inhibit unethical behavior (Ren & Gao, 2011; Haidt, 2001). Both emo-
tional exhaustion and moral emotions influence unethical behavior by causing
moral decision-making to bypass moral reasoning and directly affect behavior,
primarily through emotion regulation. Previous research has found that indi-
viduals in a state of emotional exhaustion experience emotion regulation failure
and impulsively engage in unethical behavior (Hunter & Penney, 2014). For
example, emotionally exhausted restaurant servers may spit in customers’soup
(Hunter & Penney, 2014). In such states, individuals may not even be aware
of the moral implications of their actions (Gino et al., 2011; Lawrence & Kac-
mar, 2018), making moral reasoning impossible. Moral emotions (e.g., disgust,
empathy, guilt) are heuristic influences on moral decision-making (Xu & Chi,
2007). Under the influence of moral emotions, individuals can also skip moral
reasoning and directly make moral judgments that subsequently influence be-
havior (Haidt et al., 1993). Therefore, we selected emotional exhaustion and
moral emotions as representative variables of intuitive moral decision-making.
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Emotional exhaustion is a factor that promotes unethical behavior, while moral
emotions are a factor that inhibits it; these two variables represent opposing
emotion regulation processes in the intuitive moral decision-making system.

Emotional exhaustion makes individuals prone to engage in unethical behavior
impulsively without thinking (Hunter & Penney, 2014). In a state of emotional
exhaustion, self-control declines, and individuals exhibit an avoidance state to
protect limited resources (Hobfoll et al., 2018). Emotionally exhausted individ-
uals tend to adopt habitual behaviors to conserve limited resources rather than
acting deliberately (Banker et al., 2017; Neal et al., 2013). Haidt et al. (1993)
argue that many moral decisions are habitual behaviors influenced by social
conventions—behaviors that are faster than moral reasoning and represent in-
tuitive moral decision-making. Therefore, emotional exhaustion may increase
habitual behaviors in moral decision-making, leading to more intuitive moral
decisions that bypass moral reasoning. Additionally, individuals facing moral
dilemmas who are emotionally exhausted lack resources to attend to moral is-
sues and may fail to recognize the moral implications of dilemmas (Gino et al.,
2011; Lawrence & Kacmar, 2018), making moral reasoning impossible. This
also makes emotionally exhausted individuals susceptible to irrational emotions
and prone to impulsively engage in unethical behavior (Lawrence & Kacmar,
2018). In summary, emotional exhaustion increases habitual behavior and re-
duces moral awareness, making individuals more likely to bypass moral reason-
ing and rely on irrational emotional cues for intuitive decision-making in moral
situations. Mindfulness can effectively reduce emotional exhaustion (Reb et
al., 2017). Mindfulness emphasizes maintaining awareness of present-moment
experiences and non-judgmentally accepting them (Kabat-Zinn, 2005). This ap-
proach shares many similarities with exposure therapy, as both emphasize not
avoiding stressful events but confronting them directly (Pang et al., 2010). This
approach can reduce avoidance responses and promote better adaptation to the
environment (Pang et al., 2010). Additionally, mindfulness helps individuals
detach from negative present-moment experiences, reducing the threat of neg-
ative stress to the self (Shen et al., 2020). Therefore, mindfulness may reduce
emotional exhaustion and consequently reduce unethical behavior.

Moral attentiveness may moderate the effect of mindfulness on emotional ex-
haustion. Moral attentiveness refers to the extent to which people chronically
attend to and notice moral aspects in their daily experiences (Reynolds, 2008).
As mentioned earlier, mindfulness helps individuals better cope with daily stres-
sors, thereby reducing emotional exhaustion. When facing stressors, some in-
dividuals tend to elevate their sense of frustration to the moral level, believing
what they morally should do and labeling themselves as moral failures if they fail
to do so (Burns, 1999, p. 179; Pulcu et al., 2013). These cognitive distortions
increase rumination and lead to emotional exhaustion. Mindfulness reduces
emotional exhaustion by decreasing such rumination. Moral attentiveness may
weaken mindfulness’s effect on reducing emotional exhaustion. For individuals
high in moral attentiveness who assign greater importance to morality (van Gils
et al., 2015), mindfulness may be less effective in blocking their sense of moral

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202310.00230 Machine Translation

https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202310.00230


failure when experiencing stressors, thus being less able to reduce rumination.
Consequently, mindfulness’s effect on reducing emotional exhaustion may be
weaker among high moral attentiveness individuals. For low moral attentiveness
individuals who do not particularly attend to moral principles and elements (van
Gils et al., 2015), mindfulness can effectively block their thinking about moral
implications of stressors and reduce their rumination. Therefore, mindfulness’
s effect on reducing emotional exhaustion may be stronger among low moral
attentiveness individuals.

Moral emotions can inhibit unethical behavior (Ren & Gao, 2011; Haidt, 2001).
Moral emotions include disgust, empathy, guilt, pride, shame, embarrassment,
etc. (Ren & Gao, 2011). Experiencing these moral emotions when facing temp-
tation can effectively inhibit unethical behavior (Kavussanu et al., 2015; Smith
et al., 2002). Mindfulness emphasizes maintaining awareness and acceptance
of present-moment experiences; mindful individuals direct more awareness and
attention to current experiences rather than focusing on the future or past, re-
sulting in more authentic responses to present-moment experiences (Kabat-Zinn,
2005). When facing unethical temptations, mindful individuals are more likely
to notice the temptation and experience the resulting moral emotions, thereby
inhibiting unethical behavior. Additionally, as mentioned earlier, mindfulness
can help individuals reach emotional peaks more quickly (Goldin & Gross, 2010).
When facing temptation, mindful individuals’corresponding moral emotional
experiences rapidly reach peak intensity, and they make moral decisions based
on these strong moral emotional experiences, which helps inhibit unethical be-
havior. Therefore, mindfulness can enhance individuals’moral emotional ex-
periences, thereby reducing unethical behavior. Ethical climate can moderate
the relationship between mindfulness and moral emotions. Ethical climate pro-
vides default environmental moral cues (Victor & Cullen, 1988). In high ethical
climate environments, mindful individuals can more easily detect moral cues,
generating moral emotional experiences heuristically when facing temptation.
In low ethical climate environments lacking corresponding moral cues, mindful
individuals are less likely to generate moral emotional experiences. Therefore,
ethical climate can strengthen the positive effect of mindfulness on moral emo-
tions, thereby reducing unethical behavior.

In summary, this study cross-validates the effect of mindfulness on unethical
behavior through two intuitive moral decision-making factors—emotional ex-
haustion and moral emotions—providing evidence that mindfulness influences
unethical behavior via the intuitive moral decision-making system. Study 2
hypothesizes that mindfulness’s enhancement of emotional regulation capabili-
ties ultimately manifests in individuals’intuitive moral decision-making systems,
making them less likely to engage in unethical behavior. Emotional exhaustion
and moral emotions serve as mediating variables between mindfulness and un-
ethical behavior, while moral attentiveness and ethical climate moderate the
mediating effects of emotional exhaustion and moral emotions, respectively.

Study 2 will conduct two sub-studies: Study 2a will use laboratory experiments,
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and Study 2b will use field survey research. These two studies will examine
how state mindfulness and trait mindfulness affect the intuitive moral decision-
making system and subsequently influence unethical behavior, while also exam-
ining the moderating effects of individual and situational factors.

6. Overall Theoretical Framework
Previous mindfulness research has identified many benefits of mindfulness. This
project focuses specifically on mindfulness’s role in reducing workplace uneth-
ical behavior. Existing workplace unethical behavior research has primarily
examined influencing factors from the rational moral decision-making perspec-
tive. However, as discussed earlier, moral decision-making often occurs in non-
rational contexts. Therefore, this project explores how and under what condi-
tions mindfulness influences unethical behavior based on dual-system theory.

Drawing on dual-system theory, this project constructs a dual-system theoreti-
cal model of mindfulness’s effect on unethical behavior, with the overall frame-
work shown in Figure 4 [Figure 4: see original paper]. Mindfulness influences un-
ethical behavior by affecting both rational and intuitive moral decision-making
systems. The project selects factors that promote and inhibit unethical be-
havior as proxy variables within each system. Specifically, ethical imagination
(inhibiting factor) and moral disengagement (promoting factor) serve as proxy
variables for the rational moral decision-making system, while emotional exhaus-
tion (promoting factor) and moral emotions (inhibiting factor) serve as proxy
variables for the intuitive moral decision-making system. Additionally, the ef-
fects of mindfulness on both moral decision-making systems are moderated by
certain individual and situational factors, thereby moderating mindfulness’s
overall effect on unethical behavior.

This project addresses three key scientific questions. First, is mindfulness an
important factor influencing workplace unethical behavior? Previous research
has explored various antecedents of unethical behavior but has overlooked mind-
fulness’s potential role in reducing such behavior. This project explores whether
mindfulness is an important factor influencing workplace unethical behavior by
examining its psychological mechanisms. Second, what is the internal mech-
anism through which mindfulness influences unethical behavior? Mindfulness
affects many psychological processes, and rational and intuitive moral decision-
making systems may be the primary mechanisms through which mindfulness
influences unethical behavior. Third, how do personal and situational factors
moderate mindfulness’s effect on unethical behavior? Clinical research has
found that mindfulness does not have identical effects on all individuals (Segal
et al., 2010). Therefore, this project also explores the boundary conditions of
mindfulness’s effect on unethical behavior.

The innovation of this project’s dual-system theoretical model of mindfulness
reducing unethical behavior is reflected in several aspects. First, this project
examines mindfulness’s effect on reducing unethical behavior from the dual-
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system perspective, facilitating interdisciplinary integration. As reviewed ear-
lier, mindfulness significantly affects both cognitive and emotional functions,
influencing numerous psychological processes including attention, working mem-
ory, cognitive flexibility, self-control, emotional life cycle, emotional reactivity,
and emotional tone. In other words, mindfulness importantly affects both sys-
tems of human information processing. Additionally, our discussion of the inter-
nal mechanisms of unethical behavior reveals that dual-system theory provides
an integrative framework for explaining its occurrence. Since both mindfulness
and unethical behavior are closely related to dual-system theory, we organically
combine them in our theoretical construction and propose mechanisms through
which mindfulness reduces unethical behavior in both rational and intuitive
moral decision-making systems. This interdisciplinary integration contributes
to both research fields. On one hand, it helps test whether mindfulness’s contri-
bution indeed lies in affecting individuals’dual information processing systems.
On the other hand, it expands theoretical approaches to unethical behavior
research.

Second, this project provides a new perspective for intervening in unethical
behavior. Previous intervention methods have primarily been based on the ra-
tional moral decision-making perspective (Kish-Gephart et al., 2010; Reynolds,
2006; Treviño et al., 2014), assuming individuals consciously engage in rational
moral reasoning before committing unethical behavior. However, many stud-
ies challenge this assumption, suggesting that individuals often act impulsively
when engaging in unethical behavior (Haidt, 2001). Therefore, examining in-
terventions from the intuitive moral decision-making perspective is necessary.
Mindfulness techniques provide an intervention approach that addresses both
rational and intuitive moral decision-making, offering comprehensive interven-
tion for unethical behavior.

Third, this project applies dual-system theory of moral decision-making to ex-
plain the mechanism through which mindfulness influences unethical behavior.
Much previous mindfulness research lacks an overarching theoretical perspec-
tive (Zheng & Ni, 2018), leaving us knowing that mindfulness has effects but
not understanding why, which hinders the dissemination of mindfulness research.
This project proposes that mindfulness affects individuals’rational and intuitive
systems separately, thereby reducing unethical behavior. This provides implica-
tions for future mindfulness research, encouraging more theoretically grounded
examinations of mindfulness effects.

Finally, this project examines the boundary conditions of mindfulness’s effects
from both individual and situational perspectives, deepening our understanding
of when mindfulness works. Although previous research has found that individ-
uals respond differently to mindfulness training (Segal et al., 2010), few stud-
ies have examined the boundary conditions of mindfulness effects (Liu & Xin,
2019). Neglecting these boundary conditions can lead to biased understanding
of mindfulness’s role. For instance, after becoming popular in Western society,
mindfulness has faced criticism, with many practitioners complaining that it
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does not produce the miraculous effects reported in research (Halliwell, 2014).
Neglecting boundary conditions may partially explain this phenomenon. This
project examines boundary conditions from both individual and situational per-
spectives, providing insights for related topics. In this project, we propose that
situational factors (ethical climate) and personal factors (moral identity, moral
attentiveness) moderate the effects. Examining how these factors moderate the
dual-system pathways through which mindfulness influences unethical behavior
helps us understand why mindfulness affects rational system variables (moral
disengagement and ethical imagination) and intuitive system variables (emo-
tional exhaustion and moral emotions). This provides a deeper understanding
of the boundary conditions of mindfulness’s effects in the context of ethical
behavior.

This project also has practical implications for reducing unethical behavior in
organizational management. On one hand, since the mechanisms underlying un-
ethical behavior may be influenced by both rational and intuitive moral decision-
making systems, organizations need to change their intervention approaches
and consider methods for reducing unethical behavior from the dual-system
perspective. This project proposes that mindfulness may be an intervention
that simultaneously affects both rational and intuitive moral decision-making
systems. Given that mindfulness interventions are relatively low-cost, organiza-
tions could consider implementing mindfulness training programs to help reduce
unethical behavior. On the other hand, this project proposes that mindfulness’
s effect on unethical behavior has boundary conditions; for example, situational
factors (ethical climate) and personal factors (moral identity, moral attentive-
ness) may moderate mindfulness’s influence on moral decision-making systems.
This suggests that while introducing mindfulness interventions may help reduce
employee unethical behavior, managers should also emphasize building an eth-
ical climate and selecting employees with higher moral identity levels to make
mindfulness interventions more effective. Notably, although moral attentive-
ness itself may reduce unethical behavior (Reynolds, 2008), it may undermine
mindfulness’s effect on reducing emotional exhaustion, a factor that requires
attention in management practice.
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