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The United States established the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to 

monitor and enforce compliance with environmental pollution standards through various 

programs and policies. One such policy, the Audit Policy, allows companies to 

voluntarily self-report violations to the Agency in exchange for elimination of certain 

penalties. Despite the policy, firms still incur large environmental penalties, thus 

indicating the need for better understanding of the policy. A necessary but not sufficient 

condition for penalty relief under the Audit Policy requires discovery of violations by an 

environmental audit or a compliance management system. This research explores the 

option of discovery by a compliance management system and examines the motivation of 

managers to invest in an environmental management system (EMS).  

The theory of reasoned action (TRA) argues that attitude and subjective norms 

precede intentions. I use this theory to investigate what factors cause a manager to invest 



vi 

in an environmental management system (EMS). Additionally, I examine whether 

environmental attitude, tolerance for ambiguity and willful blindness are antecedents to 

attitude towards an EMS. In this study, I develop and test a scale of the willful blindness 

construct and measure its impact on managerial decision-making. The willful blindness 

construct development produced a one-item measure. My results support all hypotheses 

except for the predicted link between tolerance for ambiguity and attitude.
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Chapter I: Introduction

Governments have been proactive in efforts to protect human, animal and plant 

health by regulating pollution with a goal of reducing contamination of the environment. 

In December of 1970, the United States established the Environmental Protection Agency 

(EPA) to monitor and enforce compliance with environmental pollution standards 

through various programs and policies. Major initiatives of the EPA include the Clean 

Air Act and the Clean Water Act (EPA, 1995) 

In 1995, the EPA implemented the Audit Policy, a vehicle for firms to self-report 

environmental violations. The policy provides incentives for firms to self-discover, 

disclose, and correct environmental violations in exchange for penalty reductions, 

protection from criminal prosecution, and elimination of requests for additional audit 

reports from the reporting firms (Stafford, 2007). In 2012, the EPA announced plans to 

scale back the Audit Policy due to anticipated future budget cuts and few major violations 

reported.1 In looking at the effectiveness of the EPA’s Audit Policy, prior research has 

mostly focused on the low levels of self-reported violations, particularly exploring why 

firms use the policy. (Stafford, 2005 and 2007; Short and Toffel, 2008; Vidovic and 

Khanna, 2007). A competing explanation is that there is little to report in the form of 

environmental violations. However, the EPA continues to levy millions in fines annually.  

                                                 
1 Though the Audit Policy remains in effect today, in 2013 the EPA eliminated the online e-reporting 
system for environmental violations. However, firms can continue to use the Audit Policy and related 
benefits by reporting directly to regional Audit Policy staff (Ternes, 2014). The EPA continues to review 
the Audit Policy for effectiveness. 
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The EPA Audit Policy has a number of requirements in order for firms to qualify 

for relief. The first two requirements are (1) systematic and (2) voluntary discovery of 

environmental violations. Systematic discovery requires discovery of violations by an 

environmental audit or a compliance management system. Thus, participation in the 

program effectively requires a first order condition that firms invest in compliance 

controls. A firm without the ability or processes in place to detect a violation is not likely 

to consider using the Audit Policy. In the guidance for use of the policy, the EPA 

explicitly encourages regulated companies to implement systems and practices that 

reflect the firms’ “due diligence” in “preventing, detecting and correcting” environmental 

violations (EPA, 1995). Therefore, the EPA, in looking for ways to make the program 

more effective, should consider the motivation of managers (as surrogates for the firm) to 

first voluntarily ‘identify’ environmental violations. 

 The theory of reasoned action (TRA) provides a theoretical lens to examine 

individual factors influencing managerial decision-making behavior. Developed by 

Fishbein and Ajzen (1975), TRA proposes that individual behavior must be preceded by 

intention to act, which is a product of two factors: (1) attitude toward the behavior or 

object and (2) subjective norms. Prior research has found attitude to have a stronger 

effect than subjective norms on behavioral intention (Mathieson, 1991; Michael, 2011; 

Phan and Zhou, 2014).  

I use a survey methodology to answer the broader question of “How do individual 

factors impact a manager’s decision-making intention?” I specifically examine how 

willful blindness, environmental attitude and tolerance for ambiguity (3 factors) influence 

a manager’s attitude towards an environmental management system and then how 
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subjective norms and attitude influence the manager’s intention to invest in an 

environmental management system. 

This research also makes a first effort to measure the construct of willful 

blindness. Willful blindness describes the behavior of people who intentionally ignore 

relevant facts particularly those involving ethical implication (Heffernan, 2011; 

Thompson, 2003). Relevant to this research, managers may ignore warning signs that the 

company is violating environmental laws.  

Phan and Zhou (2014) suggest that decision-making is not always based on 

rational factors but is also influenced by psychological factors that may leave a 

significant impact on attitude and behavior. “Psychological factors refer to thoughts, 

feelings and other cognitive characteristics that affect attitude, behavior, and functions of 

the human mind. These factors can influence how a person thinks and later affect his 

decisions and relations in his daily life.” (Phan and Zhou, 2014, p.77). Studying the 

influence of individual traits of managers in the workplace is important in predicting and 

motivating optimum managerial decision-making. 

While providing a first step in examining the lack of use of the EPA Audit Policy, 

this research answers Johnstone and Labonne’s (2009) call for fuller understanding of the 

motivations for, and effects of introducing EMS’s. This research explores individual 

factors that may ultimately influence management’s decision to invest in environmental 

controls, which may affect a manager’s decision or option to use the Audit Policy. I 

specifically investigate five questions: (1) Does a manager’s personal environmental 

attitude impact their attitude toward an EMS? (2) Does a manager’s tolerance for 

ambiguity affect their attitude towards an EMS? (3) Does a manager’s level of willful 
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blindness influence their attitude toward an EMS? (4) Does a manager’s attitude toward 

an EMS affect their intention to invest in an EMS? and (5) Do subjective norms impact a 

manager’s intention to invest in an EMS? 

There are two options available for self-discovery of violations under the Audit 

Policy: detection through either an environmental audit or a compliance management 

system (such as an EMS). This study explores the compliance management system (aka 

EMS) option of the Audit Policy rather than a periodic environmental audit because an 

EMS is likely to be more effective in continuous detection, monitoring and remediation 

of environmental issues. In addition, firms using the environmental audit option would 

eventually need to implement an EMS in order to qualify for maximum relief under the 

Audit Policy. As a result, having an effective EMS in place might increase the likelihood 

of a firm using the Audit Policy to report known environmental violations. However, not 

having an EMS can delay or possibly deter voluntary reporting of environmental 

violations to the EPA and increase risk of penalties for violations discovered during an 

EPA inspection. 

This research is motivated by several areas of research. First, the EPA’s ongoing 

evaluation of the Audit Policy’s usefulness informs this research. Second, the importance 

of proper internal controls in complying with laws and regulation (COSO, 1992) is salient 

in this research. Continuous environmental monitoring efforts by firms will contribute to 

the overall goal of reducing pollution. Though this research is in the context of an EPA 

policy, the results may generalize to other regulatory reporting frameworks. 

This research also helps further our understanding of how individual 

factors/traits/attitude impact managerial decision-making. By understanding how 
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managers’ individual traits impact firm investments in environmental compliance 

controls, the EPA might be better able to design and align the audit policy incentives to 

garner more effective and impactful participation, when needed.  

Finally, this research can inform regulators on the effects of self-policing policies, 

such as the EPA Audit Policy. Evaluating the motivations for compliance is important for 

regulators to determine whether regulatory reporting incentives properly align with policy 

for successful results. Regulators can then determine if programs should be continued, 

revised or repealed. Regulatory analysis can help shed light on what policies the EPA and 

other agencies can successfully use to spur voluntary compliance. For example, this 

research can inform the EPA’s plans to revamp, reduce or eliminate the Audit Policy. 

My research has several contributions. First, this paper contributes to the self-

regulation literature by exploring individual factors that influence managerial decision-

making as it relates to investments in environmental compliance systems that support 

self-monitoring. Firm participation in self-monitoring practices can contribute to the 

overall reduction of corporate induced pollution (a goal of environmental regulation) and 

reduce levels of government oversight (a possible industry goal). 

Second, this research adds to the literature on compliance with laws and 

regulations, an important component of the COSO framework, by exploring 

management’s individual motivations to invest in environmental compliance controls to 

minimize instances of environmental violations. Investments in environmental controls 

can signal a firm’s attitude towards compliance with laws and regulations, attitude and 

respect for the environment and possibly intent to self-monitor and report violations 

(intent to comply).  
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Last, this research enriches the regulatory literature. Understanding regulatory 

initiatives is essential in evaluating the effectiveness of programs and policies. The Audit 

Policy, in the EPA’s own view, has not been as effective as predicted. Therefore, further 

research is necessary to understand why firms do not use the policy extensively and 

continue to risk assessment of fines for violations.  

The remainder of this paper is as follows: Chapter 2 provides the background and 

a review of related literature followed by the theory and hypotheses development in 

Chapter 3. Chapter 4 describes the development of the Willful Blindness variable and 

Chapter 5 covers the research methodology, inclusive of the research design, survey 

instruments and sample subjects. The dissertation closes with concluding remarks in 

Chapter 6.
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Chapter II: Background and Literature Review

2.1 EPA Audit Policy 

In 1995, the EPA implemented the initial Audit Policy to encourage firms to self-

police, discover, disclose, correct and prevent environmental violations (EPA, 2000). In 

exchange for voluntarily reporting environmental violations, regulators offer hefty 

incentives to the violating firms. The rewards for self-reporting include sizeable penalty 

reductions, protection from criminal prosecution and elimination of requests for audit 

reports from the reporting firms. To qualify for the incentives under the Audit Policy, 

firms must meet certain Policy conditions. The EPA updated the policy in 2013. 

 There are nine conditions established by the EPA that govern the level of benefits 

a firm receives for self-reporting environmental violations: 

1. Systematic discovery: the violation is discovered by an environmental audit or 

be detected by a compliance management system. 

2. Voluntary discovery: the violation must not be discovered as result of a legally 

required action (inspection, audit, monitoring). 

3. Prompt disclosure: the reporting firm has 21 days after discovery to report the 

violation to the EPA in writing. Discovery begins when there is reasonable belief 

that a violation may have occurred. 

4. Independent discovery and disclosure: the reporting firm must discover the 

violation before a regulator or third party identifies the noncompliance. 
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5. Correction and remediation: the reporting firm has 60 days to report corrective 

action related to the disclosed violation. 

6. Prevent recurrence: the reporting firm must take action to prevent the violation 

from recurring. 

7. Repeat violations: violations that occur within 3 years at the same facility or at 

multiple facilities within the same entity within 5 years are not eligible for policy 

benefits. 

8. No serious harm: violations that present a substantial and imminent danger to 

humans or the environment nor those that violate other orders or consent 

agreements are not eligible for Policy benefits. 

9. Cooperation: the reporting entity is required to cooperate with the EPA. (EPA, 

2000) 

Environmental laws have two types of civil penalties: a gravity penalty and an 

economic benefit penalty. Gravity penalties reflect the severity of the violation and the 

economic benefit penalty is the financial benefit the firm received from not complying 

with the law. Companies that meet all of the above nine conditions, are eligible for 

exemption of gravity penalties. However, the EPA can still collect any economic benefit 

the firm may have received. 

If the reporting firm meets the above conditions except for systematic discovery 

(condition #1), the company will be eligible for reduced gravity-based penalties (75% 

reduction). If there is no systematic discovery, the reporting entity must adopt a 

systematic approach to prevent the violation from recurring. The relief of full or 
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portioned penalties emphasizes the importance of firms having the proper equipment or 

processes to detect environmental violations. 

2.2 Prior Research 

Empirical research has mixed results on the effectiveness of the EPA Audit Policy 

(Gardner, 2003; Pfaff and Sanchirico, 2004; EPA, 2014). While the EPA believes that its 

policy encourages firms to self-report violations, the results of the program have been 

modest. At first glance, the EPA initial reported results appear positive. The EPA 

reported an overall increase in the number of firm self-reported violations since inception 

of the Audit Policy, reporting that about 670 organizations disclosed actual or potential 

violations at more than 2700 facilities using the Audit Policy through October 1999. 

 However, Pfaff and Sanchirico (2004) find that though the number of reported 

incidences increased overall, the reported violations are mostly minor infractions 

reflecting failures in reporting or shortfalls in record keeping. They suggest that reporting 

of major violations, those most critical to society, has been lacking under the program 

(Pfaff and Sanchirico, 2004; Gardner, 2003; Friesen, 2006). As such, the EPA continues 

to question the lack of more impactful disclosures by violating firms under the Audit 

Policy. Thus, the EPA’s 2013 plans to modify the Audit Policy are to encourage more 

reporting of substantial self-disclosures of major environmental violations by violating 

firms. 

Prior research also looks at and notes different effects of the Audit Policy 

(Gardner, 2003; Stafford, 2005; Short and Toffel, 2010). For example, Short and Toffel 

(2010) look at how the regulatory program influences the decision to self-report 

violations and find that firms are more likely to use the EPA Audit Policy if the firm 
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experienced recent enforcement action. Stafford (2005) finds no evidence that the Audit 

Policy has increased compliance since its inception and further notes the need for more 

analysis on the effects of self-policing policies such as the Audit Policy. However, 

Siniscalco et al. (2000) find that over a 3-year period in the mid-90s, reported pollution 

rates fell more for firms with environmental management tools than those without. These 

findings support the need for further research on self-policing policy effects. 

Though the Audit Policy is still in effect today, in 2013 the EPA eliminated the e-

reporting portion of the Policy. The policy formerly allowed companies to report 

discovered violations via an online reporting system. In 2014, the EPA released their 

Next Generation Compliance (NGC) strategic plan for 2014-2017. This strategic plan 

notes the complexity and challenge that the EPA faces in “protecting clean air and water 

and ensuring communities are safe from pollution.” The EPA suggests that the NGC plan 

will better motivate regulated industries to comply with environmental laws as well as 

inform the public about a regulated firm’s performance; ultimately protecting the public 

from pollution and harm. (EPA, 2014) 

While the Next Generation Compliance plan does not specifically call for 

eliminating the Audit Policy, the EPA outlines in this new compliance plan, a reduced 

targeted number of EPA inspections along with fewer initiated civil judicial and 

administrative enforcement cases. Ternes (2014) points out that while the “reduced 

inspections might sound like a relief to some, the EPA’s NGC plan emphasizes remote 

monitoring methods and automatic electronic reporting.” This automatic reporting of data 

by EPA monitoring equipment could present challenges for firms with out-of-context 

reporting of violations, without a full compliance evaluation (Ternes, 2014). 
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Replacing an in-person inspection with mere data reporting equipment creates 

more incentives for firms to implement their own environmental management systems. In 

addition, the threat of non-human reporting mechanisms by the EPA makes it necessary 

for regulated industries to maintain documentation demonstrating ongoing compliance 

with environmental regulation and laws. 

2.3 Committee of Sponsoring Organizations Internal Control Framework 

Many U.S. firms have adopted the COSO framework, a popular international 

framework for internal controls, as a basis for reporting on the design and effectiveness 

of internal controls over financial reporting in response to SOX 404 regulation. The 

COSO Framework is comprised of three objectives that internal controls aim to achieve: 

(1) effectiveness and efficiency of operations, (2) reliability of financial reporting and (3) 

compliance with applicable laws and regulations. Internal controls may provide 

reasonable assurance that the objectives of an organization are met (COSO, 1992). It is 

not clear if public companies emphasize operational and compliance aspects of COSO. 

Campbell, et al. (2006) assert that achieving a market leadership positon through 

internal controls can deliver significant value. They suggest that “a leadership position 

with regard to compliance can offer competitive advantage with a number of stakeholder 

groups: analysts, rating agencies, customers/clients, and suppliers.” 

When it comes to internal controls, firms have mainly focused on the financial 

reporting objective of internal controls, while internal controls related to the objective of 

compliance with laws and regulation, has not received as much attention. To be deemed 

effective, a firm’s internal controls should support reliable financial reporting, operational 

efficiency AND compliance with the laws and regulations. 
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In 2013, COSO released an updated version of the original 1992 Internal Control 

– Integrated Framework, which increases focus on operations, nonexternal financial 

reporting and compliance objectives (McNally, 2013; COSO, 2013). While following the 

original COSO framework, practitioners were mostly focused on the objective for 

internal control over financial reporting. In this new version of the framework, 

compliance objectives take on greater importance following increased regulations 

designed to protect investors. In reinforcing the importance of compliance and operations 

objectives in relation to internal controls, COSO has attempted to make internal controls 

for all company objectives more relevant. 2 

2.4 Environmental Management Systems (EMS) 

The Audit Policy has a number of requirements in order for reporting companies 

to benefit. One of the issues regarding participation is that companies must first be aware 

that they are in violation of the regulations. The policy provides relief, reduced fines and 

waived criminal prosecution for firms that voluntarily report environmental violations 

that are discovered ‘systematically’ through an environmental audit or detected by a 

compliance management system. A firm without the ability or processes in place to detect 

a violation is not likely to consider participating in the EPA Self-Audit Policy. Therefore, 

while exploring possible modifications to the policy and related incentives to report, the 

EPA should consider the motivation of managers to first voluntarily identify 

environmental violations. 

The EPA Audit Policy explicitly encourages regulated companies to implement 

systems and practices that reflect the firms’ “due diligence” in “preventing, detecting and 

                                                 
2 Though its use is quite prevalent, employing the COSO framework is not currently a requirement of the 
SEC. 
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correcting” environmental violations (EPA, 1995). In addition, in order to qualify for 

financial and criminal immunity under the EPA Audit Policy, a first order condition 

requires that the reported violation is discovered through a compliance management 

system3 (aka EMS) or an environmental audit. 

A compliance management system assists managers in monitoring, detecting and 

possibly remediating environmental issues (Horngren et al., 2005). An environmental 

management system (EMS) is a type of compliance management system that focuses on 

environmental management practices rather than the specific activities themselves. The 

EMS provides the structure by which certain activities are be carried out, ensures 

operator training and ascertains that proper procedures are in place for detection and 

remediation of environmental issues (Sroufe et al., 1998). 

The EPA has determined that properly designed and implemented Environmental 

Management Systems (EMSs) can help promote positive environmental outcomes and 

has noted that it (EPA) will continue to play a leading role in actively promoting EMSs 

(EPA, 2003). Gardner (2003) and Pfaff and Sanchirico (2004) emphasize the 

effectiveness of environmental management systems as pollution reduction tools. 

Environmental regulation can create conflicts for firms wanting to conduct self-

monitoring procedures with the threat of penalties and fines for possible violations. In 

addition, corporate goals add to the investment dilemma for firms. On one hand, the 

desire to achieve short-term goals of profit maximization and cost minimization may 

reduce managers’ willingness to invest in controls to prevent, detect, report, and correct 

                                                 
3 Compliance management system is used interchangeably with environmental management system 
throughout this paper. However, it should be noted that the environmental management system is a type of 
compliance management system. 
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potential environmental violations. On the other hand, firms that forgo these investments 

may incur substantial penalties and cleanup down the road. 

While an environmental management system can provide some assurance that an 

organization is adhering to environmental regulations, the decision to invest in an EMS 

can be costly to a firm. By not providing relief to repeat offenders under the Audit Policy, 

the EPA seeks to eliminate or minimize any economic advantage a firm may gain over 

their competitors by delaying the firm’s investment in compliance (EPA, 1995). Thus, the 

policy allows firms to analyze and make investment choices for environmental 

compliance controls without the threat of losing their competitive advantage. 

Though firms typically adopt environmental controls and practices to “monitor 

and control the impact of their operations on the natural environment (Hofer et al., 2012), 

prior research has shown that implementing environmental management systems may 

also result in improved firm performance (Klassen and McLaughlin, 1996; Melnyk et al., 

2003; Montabon et al., 2007). Klassen and McLaughlin (1996) find increased market 

valuation for firms that receive environmental performance awards with higher increases 

for new awardees. Melnyk et al. (2003) also find positive operational impact for firms 

with environmental management systems; with greater impacts for firms that certify their 

EMS. Yet Pfaff and Sanchirico (2000) find that firms may be apprehensive about 

performing and reporting self-discovery of environmental violations for fear of 

punishment by the regulator for noncompliance up to the point of discovery.  

Gardner (2003) concludes that regulated entities will continue to pollute the 

environment unless forced to internalize the cost of their pollution. The implementation 

of an Environmental Management System (EMS) can be a first step for companies to 
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move towards compliance (Gonzalez-Benito et al., 2005) as an EMS can direct 

continuous monitoring and improvements of environmental performance. Without the 

EPA motivating or even forcing them to do so, it remains questionable why managers 

would voluntarily implement an environmental management system (EMS). This idea 

further supports the need for further research on managerial motivation for environment 

related investments. 

2.5 ISO 14001 Certification 

While more and more firms are adopting environmental management systems to 

deal with environmental challenges, some of these firms also decide to have the EMS 

certified. Certification of an EMS can garner public recognition because environmental 

certifications are usually seen as indicators of an organization’s enviromental 

commitment (Gonzalez-Benito et al., 2005). Considered one of the most popular and 

comprehensive EMS standards, the International Organizations for Standardation 14001 

standards (BSI, 2015) are used by many companies to manage their environmental 

systems. The ISO 14001 was establised as a framework for firms to manage their 

environmental issues and thus by certifying to the ISO 14001 standards, firms should 

have better control of their environmental issues and as such, reduce their environmental 

violations. (ISO, 2015) 

Firms choose to certify their environmental management systems for various and 

mostly positive benefits and reasons (Johnstone and Labonne, 2009; Terlaak and King, 

2006; Sinding, 2001; Montabon et al., 2000). Some prior research suggests that firms 

attain certifications such as ISO 14001 to signal others in the market of a possible 

competitive advantage (Johnstone and Labonne, 2009; Terlaak and King, 2006). Sinding 



 

16 

(2001) finds that firms certify their EMS either for cost savings or the actual desire for 

better environmental performance. Montabon et al. (2000) state that foreign-owned firms 

are more likely to pursue ISO 14001 certification due to possible stronger environmental 

requirements of countries outside of the US. On the contrary, Yin and Schmeidler (2007) 

suggest that firms may not actually seek to improve operations or save money but rather 

use ISO 14001 certification as greenwash. Greenwashing gives the appearance of a 

concern for environmental concern and compliance, however, firms may not integrate all 

the standards and thus not deliver market anticipated environmental benefits. 

Investing in an EMS and certifying to standards are separate managerial decisions 

(Yin, 2003; Russo, 2003; Yin and Schmeidler, 2007). Though standards such as ISO 

14001 certification may enhance environmental compliance efforts, the initial decision to 

invest in an EMS is a priori to the decision to seek certification. As such, I acknowledge 

the importance of environmental standards and certifications such as the ISO 14001; 

however, this research specifically focuses on the initial decision to invest in an EMS and 

the personal behavioral factors that may impact that decision.
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Chapter III: Theory and Hypotheses Development

Karimi et al. (2004) suggest that decision-making tasks are the central activities of 

organizations. Decision-making involves uncertainty and risk, impacted by different 

cognitive influences. Though rational judgment typically influences decision-making, 

non-rational factors also affect decision-making. Such non-rational factors include 

individual personality or attitudinal traits of the decision maker. 

Researchers continually seek a richer understanding of decision-making behavior. 

Investigation and measurement of components of attitude that influence decision-making 

can provide researchers and managers with new approaches to modeling behavioral 

decision processes. “Measures of attitudinal dimensions provide building blocks for 

researchers attempting to develop models that explain a greater proportion of the variance 

in consumer behavior” (Voss, et al., 2003). Similarly, measuring attitudinal dimensions 

enhances behavioral decision-making research. 

There are many individual factors of influence on a manager’s investment 

behavior. In this paper, I examine three individual factors that may influence a manager’s 

attitude toward an EMS, ultimately affecting the manager’s decision to invest in an 

environmental management system (EMS). The factors examined are environmental 

attitude, tolerance for ambiguity and willful blindness. These factors will become the key 

constructs used to decompose the attitudinal belief structure in the measurement model. 

The COSO framework partly motivates my research because proper investment in 

compliance controls will assist firms in being compliant with laws and regulations. 
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However, the theoretical framework used to develop and test the hypotheses is the 

Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) by Fishbein and Ajzen, (1975). This theory states that 

intent predicts behavior while attitude and subjective norms influence intent. The intent 

or decision to be compliant requires making proper investments in internal compliance 

controls and is therefore possibly affected by the factors measured in this study. 

3.1 Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) 

Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) developed the theory of reasoned action, which states that 

behavior is determined by an individual’s intention to perform the behavior (see Figure 

1). Hill et al. (1987) also find that behavioral intention significantly predicts action. They 

all further note that behavioral intention is a product of two factors: (1) attitude toward 

the behavior and (2) subjective norms. 

 

Figure 1 Theory of Reasoned Action (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975) 

Behavioral intention is the immediate motivator for individuals to perform a 

behavior based on TRA. Several prior studies support behavioral intention as a 

reasonable indicator of future action (Davis et al., 1989; DeSanctis, 1983; Jackson et al., 

1997). Davis et al. (1989) find that behavioral intention to use a computer correlates 

significantly with subsequent usage. Sheppard et al. (1988) review 86 TRA studies and 



 

19 

find an average correlation of 0.54 between intentions and action. In addition, DeSanctis 

(1983) find that predicted motivation to use a decision support system leads to later actual 

use of the system. 

In this study, intention predicts the likelihood of a manager investing in an 

environmental management system (actual behavior). I define behavioral intention as the 

individual, motivational factors that influence the likelihood of investing in an EMS, 

where the stronger the intention to invest, the more likely the investment.4 According to 

theory, in this study attitude towards an EMS and subjective norms influence intention to 

invest in an EMS. In addition, three individual factors influence attitude: environmental 

attitude, tolerance for ambiguity and willful blindness. See Table 1 for definition of study 

variables. 

Table 1: Definition of Main Regression Variables 

Variable Name Variable Definition 

Willful Blindness 
A reluctance to confront uncomfortable 
information; ignoring obvious facts 

Tolerance for Ambiguity 

The overall feelings and attitudes of an individual 
toward uncertain situations based on information or 
cues received from the situation  

Environmental Attitude 

An individual's beliefs and views about the 
environment and issues that impact the 
environment 

Attitude Towards an EMS 
The degree to which a person has a favorable or 
unfavorable evaluation of an EMS. 

Subjective Norms 

The decision maker’s beliefs about whether most 
people close to them approve or disapprove of the 
behavior 

Intention to Invest 
The likelihood that the manager will invest in an 
EMS 

                                                 
4 The COSO framework emphasizes that effective internal controls require proper use of control activities 
to meet control objectives (COSO, 2013). Due to the high costs and implementation time necessary for an 
EMS, this study assumes that an EMS investment is indicative of intent to use the system effectively.  
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Attitude is the “degree to which a person has a favorable or unfavorable 

evaluation of the behavior of interest” (Dayaratne and Wijethunga, 2015, p.38). Attitude 

includes a consideration of the outcomes of investing in an EMS. If a manager cannot 

achieve the expected outcomes from the EMS investment as determined by his or her 

valuation, the manager will have an unfavorable perception of the EMS investment. 

Some of the expected outcomes include signaling the EPA of proactive self-auditing and 

monitoring, thus lowering the likelihood of an EPA inspection; reducing potential 

environmental violations; and improving internal environmental monitoring and 

detection.  

Subjective norms (SN) refer to the decision maker’s beliefs about whether most 

people important to them approve or disapprove of the behavior. Specifically, SN 

measure the decision maker’s belief about whether peers and people of importance to 

him/her think he or she should make the EMS investment. It is natural for individuals to 

consider the opinions or views of peers before making important decisions and the clues 

from what other people think often help shape the intention of the decision maker. 

Subjective norms could influence the manager’s intent as the manager considers the 

financial impact of an EMS investment on co-workers and other employees. Despite the 

many benefits and possible necessity of investing in an EMS, the decision maker may 

elect not to make the investment because of subjective norms. Beliefs held by loved ones 

and peers may influence a manager’s decision to invest in an EMS.  

Hypothesized Relationships 

I use the TRA as the basis for my hypotheses development and hypothesize direct 

effects for all variables. In addition, all constructs are measured variables as indicated by 
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H5 (+,-) 

  

H3 (-) 

 

the square shapes in the path model shown in Figure 2. Circles denote latent variables in 

path models. 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
Figure 2 Theoretical Model with Directional Hypotheses 
 
3.2 Environmental Attitude and H1 

The environmental movement aims to make changes that will improve the state of 

the environment, based on increasing awareness and consciousness. The last few decades 

have seen a dramatic increase in the environmental consciousness of individuals. Murray 

et al. (2006) suggest that social and environmental information may be important to 

ethical investors’ decisions. As such, an individual’s ethical views may affect their 

attitude and decision making for the employing firm. 

Prior research (Engle et al. 1993; Murray et al. 2006; Barreda-Tarrazona et al. 

2011) has had mixed results on whether an individual’s level of environmental 

consciousness actually influences their investment decisions. On the one hand, Barreda-

Tarrazona et al. (2011) find that individuals who declare being concerned about social 

responsibility actually invest more in socially responsible alternatives. On the other hand, 

Environmental 
Attitude H1 (+,-) 

 

H2 (-) 

 

H4 (+) 

 
Tolerance for 

Ambiguity 

Willful 
Blindness 

Attitude 
towards an 

EMS 

Subjective 
Norms 

Intention 
to Invest 

in an EMS 



 

22 

Engle et al. (1993) acknowledge that a consumer’s knowledge and attitudes are 

determinants of behavior; yet they find that while most people may care about the 

environment and engage in conservation activities such as recycling, these individuals 

may not be willing to adjust their investment behavior to reflect their concern for the 

environment. This tension in the literature suggests a need for further investigation of 

how an individual’s personal environmental views influence attitude and investment 

decisions. 

 Bansal and Roth (2000), suggest that the “adoption of environmental initiatives 

may be a result of social obligations and values.” Therefore, a manager’s decision to 

invest or not invest in an EMS could be driven in part by the manager’s personal desire 

(or not) to improve the environment (i.e. ethical motivations or attitude may act as a 

trigger in the decision to invest in an environmental management system). My first 

hypothesis considers the role of an individual’s view of the environment in developing 

their attitude towards an EMS system. If an individual has a pro-environmental view, 

then they might have a more favorable view of an EMS since the system helps facilitate 

positive environmental action. H1 is non-directional and stated as: 

H1: Ceteris paribus, the level of environmental concern impacts a manager’s 

attitude toward an EMS. 

3.3 Tolerance for Ambiguity and H2 

 My second hypothesis explores the effect of the personality construct tolerance 

for ambiguity (TFA) on a manager’s attitude toward an EMS. Originating in the 

personality literature, TFA reflects the overall feelings and attitudes of an individual 

toward uncertain situations based on information or cues received from the situation 
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(Frenkel-Brunswik, 1949; Budner, 1962; Dermer, 1973; Hartman, 2005). TFA may help 

explain managerial resource allocation decisions. 

 The personality and cognitive literatures use TFA to predict individual responses 

to unclear situations. Individuals with high TFA tend to enjoy ambiguity and perform 

well in ambiguous tasks (Lysonski and Durvasula, 1990; Hartman, 2005). Individuals 

with low TFA perceive ambiguous situations as sources of threat and seek ways to avoid 

ambiguous situations (Frone, 1990; Hartman, 2005). 

 The accounting literature has employed the TFA concept in order to help predict 

individual preferences for the use of accounting information for decision-making 

(Faircloth and Ricchiute, 1981; Gul, 1984 and 1986; Pincus, 1990; Chong, 1998). The 

results are mixed. For example, Gul (1986) finds that TFA interacts with the type of audit 

opinion to impact bankers’ confidence. Faircloth and Ricchiute (1981) find no association 

between TFA and the desire for financial reporting alternatives. Accounting research is 

also conflicting on how individuals respond based on their TFA. The most common 

results indicate that individuals with low TFA perceive ambiguous situations to be a 

threat and high TFA individuals tend not to be threatened by ambiguous situations. 

  Karimi et al. (2004, p.177) state that “the uncertainty and ambiguity that 

confronts managers in organizations will impact their tasks requirements.” Huber and 

McDaniel (1986) further suggest that environmental uncertainty impacts the urgency, 

frequency, complexity and outcome of decision-making tasks. Thus, when evaluating 

resource allocation decisions, managers may experience uncertainty or ambiguity related 

to the outcome of their decisions. 
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The impact of the alternative may be ambiguous as well. As such, individuals 

with a low TFA will be uncomfortable with the uncertainty of when and whether the EPA 

will inspect their firm and would want to minimize the threat from the situation by taking 

pro-active steps toward environmental compliance. Thus, an individual’s tolerance for 

ambiguity could affect their attitude towards environmental compliance. An investment 

in environmental compliance controls, such as an EMS, could signal a firm’s willingness 

or intent to comply; thus, reducing the uncertainty of the consequences of non-

compliance. This leads to the second hypothesis stated as: 

H2: Ceteris paribus, high tolerance for ambiguity negatively impacts a 

manager’s attitude towards an EMS. 

3.4 Willful Blindness and H3 

There is some evidence that firms engage in willful blindness behavior in the 

environmental compliance setting. Some firms, rather than comply, choose to engage in 

avoidance behavior in hopes that any violations (known or unknown) will go 

undiscovered by the EPA (Innes, 2001; Stafford 2007). 

Roiphe (2010) notes that willful ignorance undermines rules that protect the 

public. With or without direct knowledge of environmental violations, individuals at 

firms who forgo the necessary investments for environmental controls engage in 

compliance avoidance through willful blindness. An individual’s level of willful 

blindness can directly affect their attitude toward compliance as well as create decision-

making paralysis. As such, my third hypothesis is  

H3: Ceteris paribus, a high level of willful blindness negatively impacts a 

manager’s attitude toward an EMS. 
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3.5 Attitude towards an EMS and H4 

 Attitude is long been identified as a predictor of behavior with many studies 

finding a significant effect of attitude on behavioral intention (Fishbein and Azjen, 1980; 

Michael, 2011; Phan and Zhou, 2014; Mathieson, 1991). Following the research of Ajzen 

and Fishbein (2000), in this research, behavioral intention is an individual’s level of 

favorableness toward an object. On one hand, if an individual has a more favorable 

attitude toward an object, they are more likely to have positive intention toward a 

behavior related to the object. On the other hand, if an individual is more unfavorable 

toward an object, they are not likely to have a positive behavior intention. As a result, in 

the context of an EMS investment, if an individual has a positive attitude toward an 

environmental management system, the chances are higher that the individual might form 

an intent to invest in an EMS, given adequate resources and personal volition. As such, 

H4 is  

H4: Attitude toward an EMS is positively correlated with intention to invest in an 

EMS. 

3.6 Subjective Norms and H5 

 Subjective norms refer to social pressures to engage in a behavior and the belief 

that important people will approve and support the particular behavior. In previous 

studies, subjective norms have been less of an influence on forming intention than 

attitude and the results suggest both positive and negative associations between 

subjective norms and intentions (Kumar, 2012; Ham et al., 2015). Kumar (2012) examine 

factors of intention to purchase environmentally sustainable products and does not find 

significant correlation with purchase intention. Ham et al. (2015) argue the importance of 
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considering subjective norms when analyzing green food purchase behavior, with which 

they find a significant relationship. These conflicting results further support the need for 

continued research on subjective norms as used in the TRA model.  

 I assume that a manager is more likely to invest in an environmental management 

system if they believe that by doing, it will please people that are important to them (such 

as relatives, friends, and coworkers). As such, this expected relationship forms my fifth 

hypothesis as 

  H5: Subjective norms impact intention to invest in an EMS.
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Chapter IV: Willful Blindness Development

Willful Blindness  

As noted earlier, the first part of this project explores developing a measure for 

the willful blindness construct, which is an exogenous variable in the model.  

Background 

Ignoring obvious indicators of a problem describes willful blindness5. The history 

of willful blindness in the law is salient in United States vs. Jewell (1976). WB has been 

a factor in major fraud cases (Zyglidopoulos and Fleming, 2008; Urbany et al., 2008; 

Thompson, 2003). During the financial crisis at the beginning of the 21st century, many 

corporate scandals (i.e. Waste Management; Lehman Brothers; Enron) involved 

executives ignoring suspicious facts that should have triggered additional investigation or 

additional reporting obligations. Whether directly or indirectly involved, individuals 

often facilitate wrongdoing by ignoring or looking away from information that points to a 

problem. Heffernan (2011, p. 2-3) describes willful blindness as a reluctance to confront 

uncomfortable facts noting “there is an opportunity for knowledge and a responsibility to 

be informed but it is shirked.” It is merely ignoring obvious facts because they might 

conflict with your perceived worldview. Relatedly, Zyglidopoulos and Fleming (2008) 

develop the concept of the ‘continuum of destructiveness’ in which individuals gradually 

                                                 
5 Some of the financial fraud cases of the late 1990s and early 2000s were revealed by whistleblowers. It is 
important to highlight the difference between whistleblowing and willful blindness being the action that is 
taken or not taken. When a whistleblower reports suspicious wrongdoing, that individual has actually acted 
on their suspicion. A willfully blind individual does nothing further to confirm or disconfirm their 
suspicions or concerns. 
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enter the domain of wrongdoing (slippery slope); which makes it easier for them to turn a 

blind eye and become guilty perpetrators, completely conscious about their acts. Urbany 

et al. (2008) look at the impact of values on firm decision-making. They argue that when 

firm decisions lack a link to firm or personal values, it becomes easier for individuals to 

look away from critical acts and potential obligations. 

While willful blindness is often linked to ethical lapses involving corporate 

executives, Thompson (2003) finds that board members are just as likely to be willfully 

blind. In interviews with several board members and audit committee members of large 

corporations, he observes that when board members question suspicious or 

uncomfortable transactions, the board member is punished by being asked to resign, 

moved off the audit committee or by not being asked to serve another term. In some 

cases, rather than confront the chief executive officer or board chair, the board members 

with “vague feelings of discomfort” would rather remove themselves from the situation 

(i.e. company) and move on. 

Used mostly in legal, sociology and psychology literatures, willful blindness is 

present when an individual does not execute an appropriate search of additional 

information, and facilitates claims of ignorance to the facts if later discovered. However, 

legal doctrine governs willful ignorance6 (blindness) in the context of liability as 

information that one should have known. Courts, legislators and regulators typically do 

not excuse individuals because they ignored underlying facts. 

 

 

                                                 
6 Willful blindness and willful ignorance, used interchangeably throughout the literature, carry the same 
meaning. The terms are used interchangeably in this paper.  
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Willful Blindness Construct Development 

 I begin this section with Churchill’s (1979) process for developing measures. I 

then follow his recommended steps in developing a measure for willful blindness. I 

conclude this section with the final measure for willful blindness.   

Churchill’s scale development process 

With the goal of developing a scale to measure willful blindness, the development 

of the WB scale closely follows the gold standard for scale development, Churchill’s 

(1979) recommendations. Churchill’s (1979) work has been followed in the marketing, 

social, psychology and accounting literatures (Boley and McGehee, 2014; Rabaa’i and 

Gable, 2013; Hurtt, 2010). Churchill’s recommended steps to develop a measure of 

specific constructs are outline in Table 2. 

Table 2: Churchill's 1979 Scale Development Process 

Churchill's Suggested Procedures for Developing Better Measures: 
        
1. Specify domain of construct (literature review)    
2. Generate sample of items      
3. Collect data (panel review/pre-test)     
4. Purify measures (adjust scale)    
5. Collect data (pilot test)    
6. Assess reliability      
7. Assess validity      
8. Develop norms (final WB scale) 
     

 
Step 1: Specify the Domain 

The first step of Churchill’s guidance for scale development is to perform an 

extensive literature review in order to determine what exactly is to be measured. In order 

to operationalize the definition of willful blindness (hereafter WB), it is necessary to 

determine the relevant underlying dimensions of this construct. Heffernan (2011) 

identifies many factors that have led to willful blindness. Willful blindness in this 
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research follows her definition as ‘a reluctance to confront uncomfortable facts; there is 

an opportunity for knowledge and a responsibility to be informed but it is shirked.” 

(Heffernan, 2011, p. 2-3) She investigated causes and patterns of willful blindness from 

daily life to corporate boardrooms. She finds that willful blindness has many drivers, 

suggesting that WB is most likely a multi-dimensional construct. This research focuses 

on five variables included in Heffernan (2011) that appear to be most indicative of 

individual personality traits. As such, this study conceptualizes a new multidimensional 

WB construct with five dimensions: fear of failure, fear of change, fear of conflict, 

conformity and obedience, from which I expect to form the overall construct of willful 

blindness. Each measure addresses a unique aspect of the WB construct, and thus I 

evaluate WB in terms of these factors. Figure 3 captures the WB theoretical model. 

 

Figure 3 Willful Blindness Theoretical Model 

Continuing with domain specification, next I define each of the five factors in 

relation to willful blindness followed by a discussion of the theoretical support for each 

of the factors used to develop the willful blindness construct.  
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Fear of Failure 

Conroy and Elliott (2004) define fear of failure as “a dispositional tendency to 

experience apprehension and anxiety in evaluative situations because individuals have 

learned that failure is associated with aversive consequences.” They believe that fear of 

failure results when beliefs about unpleasant consequences of failure are activated by 

situations in which failure is possible.7 

Fear of failure is a factor, on the one hand, that can motivate high performance 

and decision-making in individuals and on the other hand, can prevent an individual from 

accomplishing goals and even paralyzing decision-making (Meek et al., 2015; Conroy et 

al., 2002). In the context of this research, fear of failure is examined as a decision-

paralyzing construct. Fear of embarrassment, fear of losing self-image and fear of 

exclusion have all been linked to fear of failure (Heffernan, 2011; Moreland and Zajonc, 

1982). These paralyzing constructs may lead to inactive or inefficient decision making. 

Prior research suggests that fear of failure paralyzes decision-making based on 

uncertainty, possible embarrassment, etc. (Heffernan, 2011). When faced with 

information that triggers uncomfortable feelings or an innate pressure to respond, 

individuals who have a high fear of failure would likely not take action at all rather than 

risk taking the wrong action. This inability to make a decision due to fear of failing can 

be seen as a form of willful blindness because the individual has information that they 

refuse to act on, thus, in essence, they turn a blind eye to the situation. 

Conroy et al. (2002) defined five aversive consequences of failing: (1) 

experiencing shame and embarrassment, (2) devaluing one’s self-estimate, (3) having an 

                                                 
7 Based on Lazarus (1991) cognitive-motivational-relational theory of emotion. 
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uncertain future, (4) important others losing interest, and (5) upsetting important others. 

Similarly, Meek et al. (2015) find that fear of failure is composed of several cognitive 

elements including uncertainty about the future and upsetting important others. 

Fear of Change 

A manager’s fear of change may influence his or her willingness to undertake 

necessary change initiatives (Weeks et al., 2004). Understanding behavioral reaction to 

change can help mitigate the consequences of inaction due to fear of change. 

Fear of change can paralyze action which can lead to willful blindness. Fear of 

change causes us to conveniently filter out that which “unsettles our fragile egos and 

most vital beliefs” (Heffernan, 2011). Bugental and Bugental (1984) suggest that humans 

fear change because it seems to threaten the structures which we feel are our lives. To 

change a way of being, or to change a concept of whom one is or to change one’s view of 

the world can be seen as a sort of death because change threatens one’s stability and 

continuity (Bugental and Bugental, 1984; Weeks et al., 2004). However, successful 

organizations that continually anticipate and manage change and individual employees 

who continue to learn and adapt to change will succeed in tumultuous times (Weeks et 

al., 2004); yet still most people remain change adverse. 

Prior literature discusses fear of change and status quo bias similarly. Status quo 

bias is described as a person’s tendency to prefer the current state or a previous state (or 

doing nothing) over similar or even better options (Samuelson and Zeckhauser, 1988; 

Schweitzer, 1994). Heffernan (2011) states that the “gravitational pull of the status quo is 

strong – it feels easier and less risky, and it requires less mental and emotional energy, to 
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leave well enough alone.” The status quo is familiar and safe, but change requires effort 

and carries risk, thus the natural inclination to resist change.  

Fear of Conflict (i.e. conflict avoidance) 

Fear of conflict (aka conflict avoidance) can be described as a reluctance to 

address an uncomfortable situation. Gottman (1993) finds that individuals do not usually 

describe themselves as avoidant of conflict but rather lack specific strategies for resolving 

conflict. 

 Previous literature on conflict avoidance presents contrasting motivations on why 

people attempt to avoid conflict (Roloff and Ifert, 2000; Tjosvold and Sun, 2002). On the 

one hand, Cho and Park (1998) suggest conflict avoidance supports and preserves 

relationships. On the other hand, Rahim (2002) finds that conflict avoidance is often 

motivated by low levels of concern for a relationship and for solving a problem. This 

research will measure conflict avoidance or fear of conflict as suggested by Cho and Park 

(1998). 

 Managers are often faced with conflict in the workplace and as such must 

understand the impact of conflict avoidance on decision-making. “They must know and 

have the skills to implement a variety of approaches and then decide which one is useful 

in their situation. Evidence on the conditions that affect the consequences of conflict 

avoidance can help managers approach conflict contingently and effectively” (Tjosvold 

and Sun, 2002). 

Heffernan (2011) explains that the brain does not like conflict and works hard to 

resolve it. She believes that this may be one reason why when with like-minded people 

gather together (especially in the workplace), they tend to seek out common ground than 
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areas of differences. “It feels rational, even when it isn’t. Which means that when we 

work to defend our core beliefs, we risk becoming blind to the evidence that could tell us 

we’re wrong… We persuade ourselves that the absence of conflict is the same as 

happiness” (Heffernan, 2011, p.45). 

 Though people take steps to avoid conflict, some amount is inevitable. Therefore, 

what becomes most important is being able to identify conflict and resolve it 

appropriately. However, people may prefer to ignore situations rather than to deal with 

uncomfortable feelings.  

Conformity 

A fourth potential factor of willful blindness is conformity. Conformity is the 

matching of habits, attitudes, beliefs and behaviors to group norms (Milgram, 1963; 

Cialdini and Goldstein, 2004). Prior research on conformity indicates that under social 

pressure, most individuals would rather be wrong than alone and that most people will 

conform under certain conditions (Heffernan, 2011; Asch, 1955). Heffernan (2011) 

suggests that willful blindness originates in our desire for likeness and the innate desire 

for familiarity. Because we, as human beings, want to feel good about ourselves, we seek 

affirmation and confirmation from the majority or from those around us. We seek out 

attributes in common with others because when we belong our self-esteem rises and we 

feel happy. However, this need to belong and accepted by others can sometimes blind us 

to our alternatives and to our moral responsibility for our actions. (Nahemow and 

Bennett, 1967; Aarts et al., 2003; Heffernan, 2011). 

Asch (1955), known for his groundbreaking work on conformity, conducted a 

series of experiments that demonstrated just how easily individuals will conform to a 
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group. He finds that people are fragile in large groups when confronted with the opinion 

of the majority and individuals have the tendency to conform even when it goes against 

the person’s basic perceptions. 

Competitive business environments seem to aggravate conformity. Companies 

create competitive work environments because they think it will bring out the best in their 

employees; diverse work teams are more likely to make better decisions than one 

individual. However, the problem persists that the benefits of group collaboration start to 

fade when individuals start to influence each other, which is inevitable. (Heffernan, 2011; 

Surowiecki, 2004). So when individuals lack the courage to dissent but rather easily 

conform to group norms, they may be more likely to engage in willful blindness in the 

presence of the group and possibly even when they are alone.  

Obedience 

 Haas (1966) defines obedience as “following the command of an authority or 

carrying out the dictates of a society.” It usually involves complying with the orders of a 

formal authority. Obedience to authority is often ingrained in humans from childhood.  

 Though most of the research on obedience is in the psychology and sociology 

literature, the accounting literature addresses obedience in the form of pressure on 

management accountants. Davis et al. (2006) find that when managers face obedience 

pressure from an immediate supervisor to pad a budget (given that it is explicitly against 

company policy to do so), the managers still violate known policy and create unethical 

budgetary slack. However, they find that the managers are more likely to add slack if 

they do not view themselves as responsible for their budget decisions (following orders; 

being obedient). These findings are supported by Heffernan (2011), suggesting that 
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obedience is often as simple as following orders that might not make sense. Additionally, 

the most primary research on obedience by Milgram (1963) support the findings. 

 Stanley Milgram (1963) carried out what is arguably the most famous study of 

obedience. As a psychologist at Yale University, Milgram tested the conflict between 

obedience and personal conscience. He was particularly interested in how easily ordinary 

people can be prompted (by obeying instruction) to harm another person. Using a 

controversial experiment with subjects supposedly administering jolts of pain to 

strangers, Milgram finds that ordinary people are likely to follow orders given by an 

authority figure, even to the point of killing an innocent human being. His experiment 

provided some explanation for widespread crimes against humanity in World War II. 

While such directions might be attributable to military orders, illegal orders also exist in 

business environments. 

Heffernan (2011) observes that “Some of the gravest mistakes in…business… 

have been caused by eager executives, keen to please, hungry for reward, and convinced 

that blind obedience was their path to success.” People have a natural tendency to not 

question authority figures because we respect their position and power, presuming they 

know what they are doing (Hofling et al., 1966). This blind obedience can lead to 

unintentional compliance through questionable acts. 

Through following orders (obedience), individuals sometimes become engaged in 

an escalation of commitment where they follow small, seemingly harmless tasks. They 

later find it increasingly difficult to refuse to carry out more serious, questionable or 

harmful requests (Freedman and Fraser, 1966). Typically, the more pressure that can be 

applied, the more likely it is that an individual will comply. However, this “foot in the 
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door technique” is not overt but rather a silent pressure that discussed by many as a factor 

in past corporate frauds. Research indicates that blind obedience and escalation of 

commitment, as types of obedience, can lead to willful blindness in the workplace. 

(Freedman and Fraser, 1966; Hofling et al., 1966; Meeus and Raajimaker, 1995; Davis et 

al., 2006; Heffernan, 2011).  

 Together, the above five characteristics frame the idea of willful blindness and 

create the basis for a first attempt at developing a measure to identify levels of WB in 

individuals. I acknowledge that there may be other personal characteristics that could 

likely influence an individual’s level of willful blindness that are not included in this 

initial scale.  

Because willful blindness is always possible, a useful measure of the construct 

will allow researchers to investigate the true role of this trait in decision-making. 

Understanding and measuring willful blindness can be a first step in reducing the 

negative effects of the trait.  

Step 2: Item Generation 

Churchill’s (1979) next step involves creating a pool of items or questions that 

captures the specified domain. Prior to creating a pool of items, I reviewed existing 

literature’s conceptualization of the fear of failure, fear of conflict, fear of change, 

conformity, and obedience, specifically noting how each factor has been previously 

measured. I then created pools of items for each of the five hypothesized factors of 

willful blindness partly based on previously validated scales (see Table 3) in the relevant 

literatures. The questions in the subscales are presented in a 7-point Likert-type scale, 

anchored by 1 for strongly disagree and 7 for strongly agree. The initial pool of 160 items 
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consisted of items from the scales and items I wrote specifically for this study, inclusive 

of 35 brief situational vignettes I designed to also measure willful blindness.
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Table 3: Scales Examined for Willful Blindness 

 
Steps 3 and 4: Pretesting and Purifying the Scale 

Churchill (1979) recommends that the scale is pretested after item generation. The 

160 items were submitted to three panels totaling 15 persons, consisting of three high 

level corporate executives (panel 1), 4 college professors (panel 2), and 8 undergraduate 

senior accounting students (panel 3) to measure content validity. Panel members assessed 

each item in terms of relevance of the content to willful blindness as well as face validity 

       

 
Scale 

Questions  
Characteristics of Willful 

Blindness  
Existing Scales Examined 
for the Initial Item Pool  

         

 
Items 1–10; 
51-52:  Fear of Failure  

The Performance Failure 
Appraisal Inventory  

      (Conroy et al., 2002)  
         

 
Items 11-20; 
53-58:  Fear of Conflict  

Conflict Communication 
Scale (CCS)  

      (Goldstein, 1999)  
         

 
Items 21-30; 
59-61:  Fear of Change  Individual Fear of Change  

      (Weeks, et al., 2004)  
         
      Resistance to Change (RTC)  
      (Oreg, 2003)  
         
         

 
Items 31-40; 
62:  Conformity  

Balanced Inventory of 
Desirable Responding 

(BIDR)  
      (Paulhus, 1991)  
         
      Conformity Index  

      
(Nahemow and Bennett, 

1967)  
         

 
Items 41-50; 
63:  Obedience  

An Attitude to Authority 
Scale  

         (J.J. Ray, 1971)  



 

40 

in relation to the appropriate subscale while noting any wording and/or clarity issues. The 

panel members classified each randomly ordered item to one of six categories: the five 

hypothesized factors of willful blindness or “other.” 

Though Devillis (1991) recommends that experts review the scale for content 

validity, Hinkin (1995) suggests that using students at this stage of the scale development 

is appropriate because “sorting is a cognitive task that requires intellectual ability rather 

than work experience.” In addition, since willful blindness is a construct that is not 

specific to any particular group of individuals, a panel group with diverse levels of 

experience seems fitting. In addition, using students adds to the usefulness of the scale in 

that an early measure of willful blindness supports teaching the construct in academia 

before the students become professionals in the workplace. 

Based on feedback from the panels, I eliminated some questions and re-worded 

other items for better clarity to form a reduced 63-item preliminary willful blindness 

scale (WBS). See Appendix C for the 63-item scale (51 questions and 12 scenarios).   

Step 5: Data Collection and Participants 

 I collected the data for the WB analysis twice. The first effort at data collection 

used a survey with the 63 items from the sample generation step. Subjects included 

individuals eighteen years of age and older with either a minimum of a 4-year college 

education or currently enrolled in a 4-year degree program. Because willful blindness is a 

personality factor that any individual may possess, the study employed general subjects 

with few screening requirements. In addition to the 63 scale items, I collected 

demographic information such as age, race, and geographic region of residence. I used 

Qualtrics to identify the subjects and collect the data. My final subject count collected by 
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Qualtrics was 125. After reviewing the collected data from Qualtrics, I also noticed 

several patterns with the data indicative of subjects not reading the questions and possibly 

marking random responses. Upon further review of the data, I noticed that the scale for 

the 51 brief scale items was not properly increasing and decreasing in strength. The 

questions were improperly measured with a scale of 1=strongly disagree, 2=somewhat 

disagree, 3=disagree, 4=neither agree nor disagree, 5=agree, 6=somewhat agree, 

7=strongly agree. As a result, of the combined scale and data issues, I decided to collect 

the data again.  

In the second round of data collection, I replaced the 51 purified items with 

previously validated scales for the five factors of willful blindness (73 items). I also 

included the 12 scenario questions (from the first data run) in the second data collection. 

See Appendix A for the final willful blindness survey questions.  

The second collection of willful blindness data used a convenience sample of 

undergraduate and MBA students for the willful blindness survey. Participants included 

students and acquaintances of academic colleagues. The final participant pool (N=183) 

included individuals over the age of 18 who are currently pursuing a 4-year degree or 

have attained higher levels of education. Qualtrics administered the final WB survey to 

183 subjects, all of whom completed the entire survey and correctly answered the 

manipulation questions. The participants are from several Universities in the United 

States.  

Demographics 

All participants included in this research successfully answered the random 

attention checks in the survey. Of the one hundred eighty-three final subjects, eighty-two 
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(44.8%) were between the ages of eighteen and twenty-four. Over 51% (51.4%) of the 

participants were in a 4-year degree program. Almost 60% of the subjects live in the 

south region and 56.8% are of white race. See full demographics of participants in Table 

4. 

Table 4: Demographic Information of Willful Blindness Participants (N=183) 

AGE:  HIGHEST LEVEL OF EDUCATION: 

18-24 82 44.8%  
Currently Enrolled in a 4-year 
College Program 94 51.4% 

25-35 54 29.5%  4-year College Degree 35 19.1% 
36-45 26 14.2%  Master's Degree 45 24.6% 
Over 45 21 11.5% 

 
PhD, J.D. or other Terminal 
Degree 9 4.9% 

       

RACE:  REGION OF RESIDENCE: 
White 104 56.8%  Northeast Region 14 7.7% 
Hispanic, Latino or 
Spanish Origin 40 21.9%  Midwest Region 32 17.5% 
Black or African 
American 13 7.1%  South Region 109 59.6% 
American Indian or 
Alaska Native 2 1.1%  West Region 27 14.8% 
Asian 21 11.5%  I do not live in the USA 1 0.5% 
Native Hawaiian or 
other Pacific 
Islander 0 0.0%     
Middle Eastern or 
North African 1 0.5%     
Some other race, 
ethnicity or origin 0 0.0%     
I do not want to 
provide this 
information 2 1.1%     

 
Steps 6 and 7: Assess Reliability and Validity 

The twelve questions developed to directly measure the WB construct were first 

analyzed for internal consistency to see how closely related the items were as a group. 
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The group of 12 items produced a Cronbach Alpha of 0.675, which is not high for 

reliability. The acceptable minimum is 0.70. Next, I performed an exploratory factor 

analysis of the twelve items, using principal components with varimax rotation that 

resulted in all items loading on four different factors. Because I was hoping to develop 

one factor for measurement purposes, I then forced the 12 items to load on one factor, 

which produced an explained variance of only 24%. The exploratory factor analysis 

failed to produce an acceptable reduced scale to measure willful blindness using the 

twelve scenario questions. Because this process is fully exploratory, I continued to 

analyze the data for other possible associations with the five factors.  

Each of the previously validated scales was analyzed for internal consistency 

resulting in the following Cronbach Alpha reliability stats: Fear of Failure – .84; Fear of 

Conflict – 0.88; Fear of Change – 0.87; Conformity – 0.62; Obedience – 0.65. Three of 

the five factors had high internal reliability. See Appendix A for the 5 scales and 12 

scenarios. 

Next, I performed an exploratory factor analysis, using principal components with 

varimax rotation in SPSS on all the items together to see if they would load on the 

predicted five factors. The factor analysis produced 25 factors with the 12 scenarios and 

21 factors without the 12 scenarios. The data failed to converge on five factors or to 

produce an acceptable reduced number of factors. Since neither attempt to develop a 

reduced item scale using factor analysis was successful, I continued to explore the data in 

SPSS.  

I then performed a correlation analysis using the median composite scores for the 

five factors against the twelve separate scenario questions for willful blindness. This 
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analysis produced one distinct scenario item from the twelve that correlated with four of 

the five WB factors. The single scenario question produced significant associations with 

conformity, fear of conflict, fear of change and fear of failure but not with obedience (see 

Table 5, Panel B). I decided to use Item the one item as a one-item measure for willful 

blindness in the hypothesized model (hereafter referred to as WB Single Measure). I 

assumed that the four-factors and the single WB item were possibly measuring the same 

thing based on the correlation results.  

Additionally, I ran a correlation analysis of the 12 items to look for commonality 

among the items. Table 5, Panel C shows significant correlations between the selected 

single question for WB and seven of the 11 other individual items explored in the search 

for a WB measure. I believe this further supports the use of the one single question. 

Although I only used a single question measure for WB in the main survey, I also 

included in the main survey, the previously validated scales for the four variables (fear of 

failure, fear of change, fear of conflict, conformity) that correlated significantly with the 

single WB scenario question.  

 After collecting the data for the main survey, I used the new data set to run 

another correlation analysis of the one scenario question with the four correlated factors 

of willful blindness (conformity, fear of conflict, fear of change and fear of failure). I 

found that three (conformity, fear of change, and fear of failure) of the four factors 

remain highly correlated with Single WB Item using the new data set, additionally 

supporting use of the one measure for willful blindness in the main study.
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Table 5: Willful Blindness: Descriptive Statistics and Pearson Correlation Matrices 

Panel A: Descriptive Statistics (N=183) 

  Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 
Willful Blindness1 5.55 0.942 
Conformity 4.282 0.873 
Fear of Conflict 3.607 0.958 
Obedience 3.223 0.327 
Fear of Change 3.138 0.672 
Fear of Failure 2.795 0.962 

 
1Willful Blindness (WB) is a measure of the likelihood of willful blindness measured on 
a Likert type scale between 1 and 7, with 1 indicative of a high likelihood of willful 
blindness and 7 indicative of a low likelihood of willful blindness. 
 
Other Scales: 
Conformity = 1=Very Strong Disagreement to 9=Very Strong Agreement 
Fear of Conflict = 1=Strongly Disgree to 7=Strongly Agree 
Obedience = 1= Strongly Disagree to 5=Strongly Agree 
Fear of Change = 1=Strongly Disagree to 6=Strongly Agree 
Fear of Failure = 1=I Do Not Believe At All to 5=I Believe 100% of the Time
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Panel B: Pearson Correlation Matrix (N=183) 

  
Willful 

Blindness Conformity 
Fear of 
Conflict Obedience 

Fear of 
Change 

Fear of 
Failure 

Willful 
Blindness 

Single 
Question 1.000           

Conformity -0.216** 1.000         
Fear of 
Conflict 0.146* -0.019 1.000       

Obedience 0.015 -0.165* -0.28 1.000     
Fear of 
Change -0.249** 0.243** -0.42 -0.177* 1.000   
Fear of 
Failure -0.233** 0.113 -0.111 -0.31 0.347** 1.000 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)    
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)    
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Panel C: Pearson Correlation Matrix (N=183) 
WB Scenario Factors 

 WB F1 F2 F3 F4 F5 F6 F7 F8 F9 F10 F11 
WB 1.000 .180* .221** .109 .050 .267** .331** .283** -.087 .234** .220** .099 

 .015 .003 .140 .501 .000 .000 .000 .241 .001 .003 .184 
F1 .180* 1.000 .016 .164* .246** .020 .079 .269** .179* -.099 .156* -.097 

.015  .833 .027 .001 .784 .287 .000 .015 .181 .035 .193 
F2 .221** .016 1.000 .136 .033 .371** .406** .261** .079 .366** .190* .194** 

.003 .833  .066 .661 .000 .000 .000 .289 .000 .010 .008 
F3 .109 .164* .136 1.000 .000 .158* .191** .280** .141 .136 .206** .142 

.140 .027 .066  .998 .032 .009 .000 .057 .067 .005 .055 
F4 .050 .246** .033 .000 1.000 .175* .082 .051 .281** .015 .131 .117 

.501 .001 .661 .998  .018 .270 .491 .000 .845 .078 .114 
F5 .267** .020 .371** .158* .175* 1.000 .477** .263** -.037 .157* .361** .226** 

.000 .784 .000 .032 .018  .000 .000 .619 .034 .000 .002 
F6 .331** .079 .406** .191** .082 .477** 1.000 .276** .049 .187* .153* .185* 

.000 .287 .000 .009 .270 .000  .000 .514 .011 .038 .012 
F7 .283** .269** .261** .280** .051 .263** .276** 1.000 .023 .148* .205** .180* 

.000 .000 .000 .000 .491 .000 .000  .757 .045 .005 .015 
F8 -.087 .179* .079 .141 .281** -.037 .049 .023 1.000 .021 .040 -.094 

.241 .015 .289 .057 .000 .619 .514 .757  .778 .589 .206 
F9 .234** -.099 .366** .136 .015 .157* .187* .148* .021 1.000 .318** .136 

.001 .181 .000 .067 .845 .034 .011 .045 .778  .000 .066 
F10 .220** .156* .190* .206** .131 .361** .153* .205** .040 .318** 1.000 .116 

.003 .035 .010 .005 .078 .000 .038 .005 .589 .000  .117 
F11 .099 -.097 .194** .142 .117 .226** .185* .180* -.094 .136 .116 1.000 

.184 .193 .008 .055 .114 .002 .012 .015 .206 .066 .117  
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Step 8: Develop the norm 

The following single question measures willful blindness in this study, with a 

Likert-type scale from 1 for Extremely Unlikely to 7 for Extremely Likely: 

You just started a new job collecting outstanding debt for XYZ Company. You 

have been told to get shady customers with large debt balances to sign legally 

binding promissory notes with XYZ Company. Your company (XYZ) counts 

these promissory notes as assets and essentially eliminates the bad debt from 

the books. You know this is technically fudging the numbers because the notes 

were probably as uncollectible as the original debt. How likely are you to 

question your new boss about this practice? 

In the willful blindness survey, a lower score is indicative of a higher likelihood of willful 

blindness due to the direction of the Likert-type scale.
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Chapter V: Methodology and Results

 This section describes the methodology used for this study and the results 

obtained. The research design involves a survey questionnaire to collect data to test the 

hypothesized relationships in this study, ultimately measuring influences on the intent to 

invest in an EMS. 

Research Design 

 The main research design utilizes a questionnaire-based survey (see Appendix B) 

which includes a firm scenario requiring subjects to decide their likelihood of making an 

EMS investment given information in a firm scenario. The participants received 

background information on a fictitious waste management company as well as industry 

specific information. The background information included the company’s history of 

environmental inspections and violations over the past five years. The scenario uses a 

state environmental agency for oversight purposes rather than the EPA in hopes of 

avoiding possible politically motivated responses. 

 The participants assumed the role of the company’s CEO and had final decision-

making authority over whether the company should invest in an environmental 

management system (EMS) or not. The decision is made more complicated by reducing 

the bottom line and affecting cash bonuses for 3 years after making the investment. 

However, the company gave no bonuses in the years of fines by the regulatory agency for 

non-compliance of issues, though the company was not aware of the violations. An EMS 

could help the firm discover, report, and remediate environmental issues before a 
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regulatory agency might discover them; thus reducing possible future citations. The 

company has historically performed well and current trends indicate this will continue.  

The main survey includes two previously validated measures for (1) 

environmental attitude (Dunlap et al., 2000) and (2) tolerance for ambiguity (McLain, 

2009) and the new measure for (3) willful blindness. Separate paths measure the impact 

of each variable on the intent to invest, based on responses to questions designed to 

measure each observable variable’s relationship with other observable variables. 

Specifically, I analyze the effect of willful blindness, environmental attitude and 

tolerance for ambiguity on an individual’s attitude toward an EMS. 

In addition, I structured the main survey to elicit responses from the subjects to 

measure the effects of the variables ‘attitude toward an EMS’ and ‘subjective norms’ on 

the variable ‘intent to invest in an EMS.’ Information provided for the investment 

decision was constant for all participants and there was no experimental manipulation in 

the firm information. The participants completed the surveys anonymously. 

The measured variables, with applicable scale items or developed measure, 

follow. 

Exogenous Variable – Willful Blindness 

Based on the previous work performed to develop a measure for willful blindness, 

the following single question measures willful blindness in this study, using a Likert-type 

scale from 1 for Extremely Unlikely to 7 for Extremely Likely: 

“You just started a new job collecting outstanding debt for XYZ Company. 

You have been told to get shady customers with large debt balances to sign 

legally binding promissory notes with XYZ Company. Your company (XYZ) 
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counts these promissory notes as assets and essentially eliminates the bad 

debt from the books. You know this is technically fudging the numbers 

because the notes were probably as uncollectible as the original debt. How 

likely are you not to question your new boss about this practice?” 

In the survey, the question above is presented in the negative to create more tension in the 

responses as well as to serve simultaneously as an attention check. As such, a higher 

score indicates a higher likelihood of the individual being willfully blind than not.  

Exogenous Variable - Environmental attitude 

 Stern and Dietz (1994) suggest that environmental attitudes are the result of a 

person’s more general set of values. According to the theory of planned behavior, 

personal attitude is closely linked to behavior (Ajzen, 1985). In this research, an 

individual’s environmental attitude is tested as an exogenous factor of attitude towards an 

EMS. To measure environmental attitude, I used the revised New Environmental 

Paradigm (NEP) scale, which is the most widely used measure of environmental attitude 

in the environmental literature (Dunlap, 2008). 

Originally developed in 1978 by Dunlap and van Liere, the NEP was revised in 

1990 and renamed the New Ecological Paradigm scale. This 15-item scale uses 

individual responses specifically to measure environmental or ecological concern. The 

items are worded so that if agreed to, the eight odd numbered items support endorsement 

of the new environmental paradigm and the seven even items support the dominant social 

paradigm (DSP) (Dunlap et al., 2000). The scale is included in its entirety as part of the 

main instrument. The 15-items are measured using a 7 point Likert-type rating from 1 for 
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strongly disagree to 7 for strongly agree. A positive score indicates support of the NEP 

scale and reflects a positive view of the environment. 

Most often used with samples of the general public, the NEP has also been used 

with samples of specific sectors, members of interest groups and to gauge environmental 

interests of ethnic minorities in the US and other nations, etc. (Albrecht, et al., 1982; 

Edgell and Nowell, 1989; Pierce et al., 1987). Many studies have found a strong 

endorsement of NEP beliefs across different samples. 

 Though it is the most widely used measure of environmental attitudes and values, 

it is not without controversy. Other researchers have examined the scale and suggested 

that the NEP may not be the best current measure of environmental attitude (Watne et al., 

2012; Lalonde and Jackson, 2002). Watne et el. (2012) questions what exactly the NEP is 

measuring, noting that it is not clear whether the scale is a measure of the social realm of 

a worldview, in line with value-systems of religion and culture or the personal realm of 

attitude concerning individual values and personalities. 

Furthermore, Lalonde and Jackson (2002) suggest that the NEP is in need of 

revision in order “to measure the public’s more recent and sophisticated understanding of 

complex environmental issues.” However, though Anderson (2012) acknowledges debate 

and critics of the scale, he asserts, “given its extensive use in many settings, the NEP 

scale will continue to be used widely. Because no other instrument has been so 

extensively accepted as a measure for environmental world views, it will continue to be 

valuable, if for no other reason than it gives researchers comparisons to make across 

study types, population types and time.” 
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Hawcroft and Milfont (2010) acknowledge that there is a lack of consistency in 

the purposes for use of the NEP scale including claims for what the scale measures and 

ways in which it the scale is statistically evaluated. Further, Watne et al. (2012) continue 

to call for a new, valid, validated and rigorous, reliable measure for environmental 

attitudes to be developed. Yet, the NEP continues to be the most widely used measure of 

environmental attitude and will possibly remain so until another such scale is developed.  

The 15-item NEP scale is listed below and included in Appendix B: 

1. We are approaching the limit of the number of people the earth can support. 

2. Humans have the right to modify the natural environment to suit their needs. 

(-) 

3. When humans interfere with nature, it often produces disastrous 

consequences. 

4. Human ingenuity will insure that we do NOT make the earth unlivable. (-) 

5. Humans are severely abusing the environment. 

6. The earth has plenty of natural resources if we just learn how to develop 

them. (-) 

7. Plants and animals have as much right as humans to exist. 

8. The balance of nature is strong enough to cope with the impacts of modern 

industrial nations. (-) 

9. Despite our special abilities humans are still subject to the laws of nature. 

10. Human destruction of the natural environment has been greatly exaggerated. 

(-) 

11. The earth has only limited room and resources. 



 

54 

12. Humans were meant to rule over the rest of nature. (-) 

13. The balance of nature is very delicate and easily upset. 

14. Humans will eventually learn enough about how nature works to be able to 

control it. (-) 

15. If things continue on their present course, we will soon experience a major 

ecological disaster. 

Using the data population sample of 103, I ran a reliability test on the composite 

score for environmental attitude and got Cronbach Alpha of 0.868. As such, the 

entire NEP scale remained in the final model and path analyses. 

Exogenous variable - Tolerance for ambiguity 

 An individual who has high tolerance for ambiguity (TFA) tends to perceive 

ambiguous situations as desirable or promising. Uncertainty or a lack of information to an 

individual intolerant to ambiguity creates a source of threat. (Budner, 1962) 

To measure the tolerance for ambiguity variable I utilized McLain’s 2009 

Multiple Stimulus Types Ambiguity Tolerance Scale – II (MSTAT-II). It is a short scale 

of 13 items designed for Likert-type responses, using a 7 point Likert-type range from 1 

for strongly disagree to 7 for strongly agree. Low scale scores indicate aversion to 

ambiguity and high scale scores suggest a favorable reaction to ambiguity (McLain, 

2009).  

There are several measures currently used to assess TFA, yet the MSTAT-II uses 

fewer items than many other scales and reduces references to specific contexts and 

objects not directly related to ambiguity. Wording and reference issues have been points 
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of criticism of other measures of TFA. I anticipated that using this shorter scale would 

help reduce any cognitive burden placed on the participants in this research. 

The 13-item MSTAT_II scale is listed below and also included in Appendix B: 

1. I don’t tolerate ambiguous situations well. (-) 

2. I would rather avoid solving a problem that must be viewed from several 

different perspectives. (-) 

3. I try to avoid situations that are ambiguous. (-) 

4. I prefer familiar situations to new ones. (-) 

5. Problems that cannot be considered from just one point of view are a little 

threatening. (-) 

6. I avoid situations that are too complicated for me to understand. (-) 

7. I am tolerant of ambiguous situations. 

8. I enjoy tackling problems that are complex enough to be ambiguous. 

9. I try to avoid problems that don’t seem to have only one best solution. (-) 

10. I generally prefer novelty over familiarity.  

11. I dislike ambiguous situations. (-) 

12. I find it hard to make a choice when the outcome is uncertain. (-)  

13. I prefer a situation in which there is some ambiguity. 

The Cronbach Alpha is 0.849 with the current data. All items from the MSAT II scale are 

retained for the main analysis. 
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Endogenous/Exogenous variable – Attitude towards EMS 

In this research, attitude towards an EMS is a measured variable predicted to be 

influenced by the three measurement variables of environmental attitude, tolerance for 

ambiguity and willful blindness. Attitude is also predicted to influence the ‘intention to 

invest’ variable. Consistent with key wording from prior research, attitude towards an 

EMS is measured using the following four questions developed specifically to measure 

the variable: 

1. I perceive an environmental management system (EMS) as useful. 

2. I do not believe that PDR Inc. would benefit from an EMS. (-) 

3. As the CEO, I would feel good knowing that PDR Inc. has an environmental 

management system. 

4. I feel positive that an EMS will help reduce pollution for PDR Inc. 

Hee-dong and Youngjin (2004) suggest that attitude is an important factor in information 

systems research since it significantly influences individual and organizational usage of 

information systems. As such, in this research, attitude is expected to directly influence 

the intention to invest in an EMS system.  

 I ran a reliability analysis on the four items for Attitude towards an EMS and got a 

Cronbach Alpha of 0.769. Furthermore, I ran an exploratory factor analysis to see if the 

items loaded together. All four items loaded strongly on a single construct with loadings 

of 0.884, 0.675, 0.790, and 0.750. As such, all four items were retained in the final 

model. 
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Exogenous Variable – Subjective Norms  

In this research, the subjective norms are predicted to influence the intent to invest 

in an EMS. Consistent with key wording from previous research, the subjective norms 

variable is measured using the following six questions developed specifically for this 

research: 

1. Most people who are important to me would want me to invest in an EMS. 

2. Most people who are important to me would not want me to invest in an EMS. 

(-) 

3. Most people who are important to me would not care if I invest in an EMS for 

PDR Inc. (-) 

4. It is expected of me to invest in an EMS. 

5. I feel under social pressure to invest in an EMS. 

6. I feel pressure to ensure my employees get a bonus. 

I first ran a reliability test on the above six items to determine if they were 

measuring the same construct. The Cronbach Alpha for the subjective norms items as a 

group is 0.517. I then ran an exploratory factor analysis to analyze the factor loadings. 

The results indicated that items 1, 4 and 5 had the strongest loadings together on one 

factor of 0.662, 0.716 and 0.772, respectively. Items 2 and 3 loaded strongly together but 

not in the expected direction. Item 6 had a decent loading with the first group of 0.513. 

After further analysis, item 6 appeared to be different from the first factor items and items 

2 and 3 appear to be measuring something else, which I am not sure of. Based on the 

factor analysis, I decided to retain items 1, 4 and 5 in the final model and path analysis, 
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resulting in a Cronbach Alpha of 0.594. The low alpha could possibly be due to the low 

number of items (3 items). 

Endogenous variable – Intention to Invest 

 The intention to invest in an environmental management system (EMS 

Investment) is an endogenous variable in this research. The behavioral intention to invest 

in an EMS will measured using 3 Likert-type questions, scaled from 1 for strongly 

disagree to 7 for strongly agree after the subjects receive data about the hypothetical firm. 

The subjects were given background information on a hypothetical regulated firm, a 

description of the regulatory environment in which the firm operates, the firm’s 

environmentally related inspection history, prior inspection results and information about 

environmental management systems. Toffel and Short (2011) suggest that the EPA 

structures future EPA inspections on a firm’s intent or willingness to comply. Intent to 

comply can be signaled by a firm’s EMS investment intention. The investment can also 

signal to the EPA and other external stakeholders, a firm’s commitment to self-policing. 

Alternatively, EMS investment avoidance coupled with or without an environmental 

violation could signal willful blindness. It is expected that the intent to invest will be 

impacted by attitude and subjective norms based on the theory of reasoned action. 

The following three questions measure intention to invest in an environmental 

management system: 

1. Based on the information provided, I intend to invest in an environmental 

management system for PDR Waste Management Company (PDR Inc.). 

2. I would support PDR Inc.’s investments in an EMS. 

3. I predict that I will not invest in an EMS for PDR Inc. (-) 
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Cronbach alpha is 0.816 for the three items as a group. As such, all three items are 

part of the final model and path analysis. 

Participants 

I used the Qualtrics survey company to identify my participants and administer 

the survey. The sample consists of individuals with management roles (past or current) in 

EPA regulated industries with budgetary responsibilities. In addition, the participants are 

all over the age of 26, have at least a four-year college degree. I also made a strong effort 

to determine that the subjects were appropriate for this study.  

It was very important to have participants who were experienced with budgetary 

decision-making and had some exposure or experience working in an EPA industry for 

context in this study. Therefore, participants answered several questions, presented in 

different ways, about their manager role in an EPA regulated firm. First, I asked the 

participants for their current or past job title while working in the EPA regulated 

company. Next, I asked the potential subjects if they had budgetary decision 

responsibilities in their job role (yes – retained, no – screened out). I also provided a list 

of typical manager duties and asked participants to select the three most important duties 

that they were required to perform in their job. One of the job duties in the list included 

budgetary duties. Potential subjects that did not choose budgetary duties as one of their 

top job responsibility were eliminated from the survey. Finally, the potential participants 

documented a description of their main job duties as a manager. I compared the various 

responses for consistency and respondents with questionable responses were not included 

in the final sample. My final sample consisted of 103 subjects, all of whom correctly 

answered the manipulation check questions included in the survey.  
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Attention Check Questions 

 There were two attention check questions included in the main survey. All 

participants included in the final sample of one hundred and three correctly answered 

both questions. The survey is designed to eliminate individuals who provided incorrect 

responses to the attention checks. The first question asked the participants about the 

industry in which the hypothetical firm operated. The second question asked about the 

size of the hypothetical firm. Information for both questions was noted several times 

throughout the given scenario.  

Demographics 

The results include only the one hundred and three subjects who correctly 

answered both questions. Demographically, of the final participants, 42.7% are between 

36-45 years of age (44/103), 60.1% (62/103) are men and 68.0% (70/103) have a 4-year 

college degree as their highest level of education. Over 45% (45.6%) of the participants 

worked in the manufacturing industry, 37.9% (39/103) were at the CEO, CFO or COO 

level and over 55% (57/103) had budgetary responsibility of at least $1m. Finally, the 

majority of the participants spent both their childhood and adulthood in the South Region. 

See Table 6 for full demographics of participants.
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Table 6: Demographic Information of Participants (N=103) Main Decision Task 

AGE:      INDUSTRY: 
27-35 23 22.3%  Manufacturing 47 45.6% 
36-45 44 42.7%  Agriculture and 

Forestry 5 4.9% Over 45 36 35.0%  

 
 Construction 21 20.4% 
 Waste Management 5 4.9% 

GENDER:  Electric Utilities 3 2.9% 
Male 62 60.2%  Mining, Oil and Gas 6 5.8% 
Female 41 39.8%  Transportation 10 9.7% 

    Automotive 6 5.8% 
HIGHEST LEVEL OF EDUCATION:     
4-year College Degree 70 68.0%  ROLE AS A MANAGER: 
Master's Degree 32 31.1%  Controller 10 9.7% 
PhD, J.D. or other Terminal 
Degree 1 1.0%  Budget Manager 19 18.4% 

    
CEO, CFO, COO, 
etc. 39 37.9% 

REGION OF RESIDENCE (Childhood):  Plant Manager 9 8.7% 
Northeast Region 19 18.4%  Other Role 26 25.2% 
Midwest Region 32 31.1%     
South Region 39 37.9%  BUDGETARY RANGE: 
West Region 13 12.6%  Less than $50,000 11 10.7% 

    $50,000 - $250,000 16 15.5% 
REGION OF RESIDENCE (Adulthood):  $250,001 - $999,999 19 18.4% 

Northeast Region 18 17.5%  
$1 million - 
$4,999,999 25 24.3% 

Midwest Region 28 27.2%  
$5 million - $20 
million 22 21.4% 

South Region 43 41.7%  Over $20 million 10 9.7% 
West Region 14 13.6%     
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Tests of Hypotheses with Path Analyses 

 My hypotheses predict that environmental attitude, tolerance for ambiguity and 

willful blindness impact attitude towards an EMS which, in turn, impact the intent to 

invest in an EMS; in addition, subjective norms also predicted to impact the intent to 

invest in an EMS. As all of the variables in the model are measured constructs, I test my 

hypotheses using path analysis in SPSS AMOS8.  

 I began the path analysis with a full, saturated model (i.e. just-identified) with a 

direct path from each variable to every other variable, not through an intervening 

variable. I then began deleting insignificant paths, one at a time, which in turn increased 

the Chi-square. Eliminating paths reduced the fit of my model to the data, giving me a 

less complex model or over-identified model. The goal was to obtain a non-significant 

Chi-square, which indicates that my reduced model fits the data well. 

The reduced model revealed several significant direct effects (see Figure 4) with a 

total R2 of 0.598 for the dependent variable - intent to invest (see Table 7). All path 

coefficients reported are standardized path coefficients. 

                                                 
8 I selected path analysis for this paper, rather than SEM, because the model consists of only measured 
variables. Path analysis is appropriate for examining relationships between measured variables, while SEM 
is more appropriate for examining relationships between latent variables, each with multiple measured 
items. 



63 

0.251** 

  

-0.186* 

 

 
 

  

  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4 Tests of Hypothesized Relationships 
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Table 7: Path Analysis Results 

Endogenous 
(dependent) 

variable Path 

Standardized 
Path 

Coefficient p-value 
Attitude 
Towards 

EMS Attitude                    <-------    Environmental Attitude 0.309 <0.001 

(R2 of 0.194) Attitude                    <-------    Tolerance for Ambiguity 0.039 0.681 

 Attitude                    <-------    Willful Blindness -0.186 0.040 

 Attitude                    <-------     Age -0.196 0.028 
Intention to 

Invest in 
EMS Intention to Invest    <-------     Attitude 0.723 <0.001 

(R2 of 0.598) Intention to Invest    <-------     Subjective Norms 0.251 <0.001 
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The fitted model controls for age on attitude.9 Age has a significant indirect 

negative affect on Intent through Attitude (-0.20; p=0.026). The results appear reasonable 

given that older individuals are more likely to exhibit a negative attitude toward new 

technology and systems than younger ones. The mean age range of the participants is 36 

– 45 years of age. Twenty-three percent of the final 103 respondents are between the ages 

of 27 and 35, forty-two percent are between 36 and 45 years of age and thirty-five 

percent of the respondents are over 45 years of age. Respondents under the age of 27 are 

not included in the final sample of 103.  

The model fit for my hypothesized model meets most of the recommended 

thresholds. The X2 statistic is non-significant (18.020; p=0.081) and the goodness of fit 

index (GFI) of 0.954 is above the recommended 0.95. In addition, the comparative fit 

index (CFI) of 0.947 is above the recommended 0.90, and the root mean squared error of 

approximation (RMSEA) of 0.079 is right below the recommended threshold of 0.80. 

However, the normed fit index (NFI) of 0.883 missed the recommended threshold of 0.90 

(Hu and Bentler 1999; Bentler and Bonnett 1980). 

 Hypothesis 1 predicts that environmental attitude affects a manager’s attitude 

towards an environmental management system (EMS). Hypothesis 1 is non-directional 

but is supported by a significant direct effect of environmental attitude on attitude 

towards an EMS (path coefficient=0.309; p<0.001). The coefficient suggests that the 

more concerned participants are about the environment, the more positive their attitude is 

towards an environmental management system. The relationship is reasonable given that 

                                                 
9 Other demographics (gender, education, region of US where participant spent their childhood and 
adulthood, industry, position and range of budgetary responsibility) were also tested but were not 
significant.  
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the EMS would contribute to a clean, healthy environment, supporting a pro-

environmental view. As such, an individual who does not care much about the 

environment will not care much about an EMS. 

 Hypothesis 2 predicts that high tolerance for ambiguity has a negative impact on 

attitude towards an EMS. The results do not support the hypothesized negative effect of 

tolerance for ambiguity on attitude towards EMS nor is there a significant relationship 

(path coefficient=0.117; p=0.190).  

 Hypothesis 3 predicts that high willful blindness negatively affects attitude 

towards an EMS. The results fully support the hypothesized relationship with a 

significant, negative direct effect of willful blindness on attitude towards an EMS (path 

coefficient=-0.186; p=0.044: 1-tailed). The negative coefficient between willful blindness 

and attitude towards an EMS suggests that higher willful blindness leads to less concern 

about an EMS. As such, a manager who exhibits high levels of willful blindness is likely 

to have a negative view of an EMS possibly because the EMS could make environmental 

issues salient that the manager has been ignoring. A willfully blind person would rather 

ignore a problem than to address it. 

 Hypothesis 4 predicts that attitude towards an EMS will be positively associated 

with intention to invest in an EMS. Hypothesis 4 is fully supported by a significant, 

positive direct effect of attitude towards EMS on intent to invest in an EMS (path 

coefficient=0.723; p<0.001). The positive coefficient between attitude towards an EMS 

and intention to invest in an EMS suggests that participants with a positive attitude 

towards an EMS are more likely to form the intent to invest in an EMS. These pro-EMS 
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individuals will value the benefits of an EMS to the company more than individuals who 

do not have a positive view of an EMS. 

 In addition to the direct effect noted for Hypothesis 4, the model revealed an 

indirect negative effect of willful blindness on intention to invest through attitude towards 

an EMS (indirect effect= -0.111; p<0.001).10 The mediating effect of attitude suggests 

that willfully blind managers are not likely to invest in an EMS due to their negative view 

of an EMS. 

 Hypothesis 5 predicts that subjective norms will influence the intention to invest 

in an EMS. Hypothesis 5 is supported by a significant, positive direct effect of attitude 

towards an EMS on intent to invest in an EMS (path coefficients=0.251; p<0.001). The 

positive coefficient between subjective norms and intention to invest in an EMS suggests 

that participants are more likely to invest in an EMS if they think it would make their 

family, peers and co-workers happy.  

Sensitivity Analysis 

 The assumptions used to develop the willful blindness construct might be 

questionable in this study. To determine the robustness of the model without the WB 

construct, I performed a sensitivity analysis by removing the willful blindness construct 

from the path model. The model held without the WB variable with p<0.001 for 

Environmental Attitude, Attitude Toward an EMS, and Subjective Norms. Tolerance for 

Ambiguity remains non-significant in the model without the WB variable. Finally, the 

Age variable remains significant with p=0.027. The directional relationships also held in 

the adjusted model.    

                                                 
10 I estimate the significance of indirect effects in AMOS by bootstrapping 2,000 samples with 
replacement (Preacher and Hayes 2008, 883). 
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Figure 5 Test of Hypothesized Relationships without WB Variable 
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Chapter VI: Conclusion

6.1 Limitations 

 This study has a number of limitations. First, my research objectives might have 

been too broad. I underestimated the time and effort necessary to properly develop a new 

scale for willful blindness. Using previously validated scales to develop the willful 

blindness construct from inception of the project would have saved a lot of the time spent 

on this project. In addition, having a more narrowly defined research objective (possibly 

without the willful blindness scale development) would have allowed me to increase the 

level of focus of this study.  

 Second, the participants in the willful blindness scale development were students. 

Willful blindness (WB) can be tested as an individual trait or prompted by a certain state. 

Students at a particular college often share qualities such as socioeconomic backgrounds, 

which could affect the generalizability of the study results. A more robust sample of 

individuals with various backgrounds could assist in identifying other factors that shape 

the WB construct in addition to understanding contexts in which the variable is salient.  

 Third, my choice of data collection for the managerial decision task might have 

affected the results. I used a third party to identify the subjects and collect the data. Not 

having direct supervision over the participants and not knowing if the subjects truly met 

the screening requirements led to some uncertainty about the data. Since this study was in 

the context of EPA regulated firms/industries, a field study might be more appropriate to 
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understand the environment and context in which managers at regulated firms make 

decisions related to environmental controls.  

6.2 Implications 

The findings of this study have several implications. First, the significant impacts 

of willful blindness and environmental attitude on attitude towards an EMS extend the 

theory of reasoned action by showing new behavioral influences on the attitude variable 

in a different context. Using the TRA model in the current study’s context adds to the 

compliance literature and creates an avenue for other variables that might additionally 

account for the variance in intention to invest in environmental control equipment. 

Additional findings could expand the TRA model. 

The significance of the willful blindness measure showed a clear impact of the 

variable on attitude and intention, further supporting the Theory of Reasoned Action. 

Willful blindness may also account for a firm’s level of non-compliance or a firm’s 

reason for not using the EPA’s Audit Policy as extensively as expected. Not making 

investments in compliance controls could cause an individual to be blind to possible 

environmental issues. However, making the conscious decision not to make needed 

compliance related investments renders one willfully blind. These results contribute to 

the ethics, environmental management, and decision-making literatures. 

6.3 Future Research 

Future research related to the current study could explore further developing the 

willful blindness variable. Willful blindness not only has a direct negative effect on 

attitude towards an EMS but also had an indirect negative effect on intention to invest in 

an EMS through the attitude variable. The current research explored a first step in 
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measuring the WB variable. Future research could test the current measure with other 

compliance variables and situations. 

Environmental concerns have been and continue to be part of the U.S. political 

agenda (Brulle, 2000) with the protection of natural resources and reduction of firm 

created pollution constantly debated by different political constituents. The EPA’s 

existence is highly dependent on Congress’ acceptance of the need to protect the 

environment. Relatedly, the EPA’s funding is also dependent on Congressional control 

(Wood and Waterman, 1991). The EPA’s announcement of plans to scale back the Audit 

Policy is partially based on anticipated future budget cuts, which could be related to the 

current political control of Congress. 

Regens et. al, (1997) find that political factors impact investment in pollution 

control equipment. Specifically, they find that investment in pollution control equipment 

(from 1973 to 1991) is positively related to the EPA Enforcement budget. The research 

suggests that with a Democratic majority Congress, the EPA’s budget is likely to be 

larger than when the Congress is Republican controlled. It is possible that with a larger 

budget, the EPA will increase investigatory effort, which could result in more pressure 

for firms to comply, due to the increased possibility of an EPA inspection. Though the 

EPA claims that inspections are not related to self-policing, Short and Toffel (2008) find 

that additional inspections increase the probability of self-disclosure in the following year 

by 11-14%.  

Finally, though the current research is in the context of the EPA, the findings 

could generalize to other regulatory and reporting frameworks.  
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6.4 Conclusion 

Prior accounting literature has examined how people’s beliefs influence their 

judgment (e.g. Brown et al., 1999; Hirst et al., 1995; Kennedy, 1995; Peecher, 1996; Tan, 

1995). The COSO framework includes compliance with laws and regulations as one of 

the three objectives of internal control, and the EPA wants regulated firms to comply 

with environmental laws and regulation through self-monitoring, detection, reporting and 

if necessary, correction of environmental violations. The EPA has determined that 

properly designed and implemented environmental management systems can help 

promote positive environmental outcomes. Firms that have implemented EMS’s are in a 

distinct advantage to utilize the EPA’s audit policy for protection and relief of penalties, 

if they should ever need to. This paper brings these issues together by shedding light into 

how individual personality factors influence a manager’s decision to invest in compliance 

controls that will ultimately assist a firm in complying with environmental laws and 

regulation.  

In essence, if the EPA’s Audit Policy program is to be effective in motivating 

firms to comply, voluntarily with environmental regulation, the policy must consider the 

individual decision maker’s motivation to make the necessary investment in controls to 

support compliance. Managers who control the investment decision may choose to 

comply by any means necessary or they may choose to shirk this duty to comply and be 

willfully blind in known instances of non-compliance. This research supports the view 

that investment decisions reflect people’s individual beliefs and personality trait
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Appendix A: Final Willful Blindness Survey Items 

To measure Fear of Failure, this research uses the previously validated Performance 

Failure Appraisal Inventory by Conroy et al. (2010) using the following items measured 

using a Likert type scale:  

1. When I am failing, I worry about what others think about me. 

2. When I am failing, I am afraid that I might not have enough talent. 

3. When I am failing, it upsets my “plan” for the future. 

4. When I am not succeeding, people are less interested in me. 

5. When I am failing, important others are disappointed.  

S. Oreg (2003) developed a resistance to change (RTC) scale to assess individuals’ 

tendencies to resist or avoid making changes, to devalue change generally and to find 

change aversive across diverse contexts and types of change. This previously validated 

scale measures Fear of Change with the following items: 

1. I generally consider changes to be a negative thing. 

2. I’ll take a routine day over a day full of unexpected events any time. 

3. I like to do the same old things rather than try new and different ones.  

4. Whenever my life forms a stable routine, I look for ways to change it. (-) 

5. I’d rather be bored than surprised.  

6. If I were to be informed that there’s going to be a significant change regarding 
the way things are done at work, I would probably feel stressed. 
  

7. When I am informed of a change of plans, I tense up a bit. 

8. When things don’t go according to plans, it stresses me out. 

9. If my boss changed the performance evaluation criteria, it would probably 
make me feel uncomfortable even if I thought I’d do just as well without 
having to do extra work. 
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10. Changing plans seems like a real hassle to me.  

11. Often, I feel a bit uncomfortable even about changes that may potentially 
improve my life.  
 

12. When someone pressures me to change something, I tend to resist it even if I 
think the change may ultimately benefit me. 

 
13. I sometimes find myself avoiding changes that I know will be good for me. 

14. I often change my mind. (-) 

15. I don’t change my mind easily. 

16. Once I’ve come to a conclusion, I’m not likely to change my mind. 

17. My views are very consistent over time.  

Fear of Conflict is measured using the previously validated Conflict 

Approach/Avoidance Scale by Susan Goldstein (1999) with the following items: 

1. I wait to see if a dispute will resolve itself before taking action. (-) 

2. I hate arguments. (-) 

3. I rarely have arguments with my friends. (-) 

4. I avoid arguments. (-) 

5. Arguments can be fun. 

6. I often start arguments. 

7. I find conflicts exciting. 

8. I am drawn to conflict situations. 

9. I enjoy challenging the opinions of others. 

10. Arguments don’t bother me. 

11. I don’t mind when others start arguments with me. 

12. Conflicts make relationships interesting. 
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13. I like when other people challenge my opinions. 

14. I avoid conflict. (-) 

15. I feel upset after an argument. (-) 

 
Obedience is measured by the Attitude to Authority Scale by J.J Ray (1971) with the 

following items: 

 
1. If there is disagreement about a policy, a leader should be willing to give it up. (-) 

2. A leader should always change his actions to ensure agreement and harmony in 
the community. (-) 
 

3. It is important for a leader to get things done even if he must displease people by 
doing them. (+) 
 

4. A national leader should follow the wishes of the community, even if he thinks 
the citizens are mistaken. (-) 
 

5. If a leader is himself sure of what is the best thing to do, he must try to do this, 
even though he has to use some pressure on the people. (+) 
 

6. It is all right for a leader to do something unauthorized, if he is sure it will be for 
the good of the people in the long run. (+) 
 

7. It is most important to have the participation of everybody in making decisions, 
regardless of their knowledge of the issues involved. (-) 
 

8. It’s always better to try to talk people into doing things, rather than give them 
straight out orders. (-) 
 

9. There’s generally a good reason for every rule and regulation in public service 
departments. (+) 
 

10. In the Army, soldiers should not obey an order if it is obviously morally wrong. (-) 
 

11. If the Army allowed more room for individuality it might be a better institution. (-) 
 

12. There is something wrong with anybody who likes to wear military uniform. (-) 

13. When the dictator Mussolini made Italy’s trains run on time, that at least was an 
important thing to achieve. (+) 
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14. Two years in the Army would do everyone the world of good. (+) 

15. The army is very good for straightening men out and smartening them up. (+) 

16. Civilians could learn a lot from the Army. (+) 

17. I disagree with what the Army stands for. (-) 

18. You can be sure that Army procedures will be good, because they have been tried 
and tested. (+) 
 

19. School children should have plenty of discipline. (+) 

20. People should be guided more by their feelings and less by the rules. (-) 

21. People should be made to be punctual. (+) 

22. Efficiency and speed are not as important as letting everyone have their say in 
making decisions. (-) 
 

23. There is far too much regimentation of people nowadays. (-) 

24. You know where you’re going when you have an order to obey. (+) 

25. People should not be expected to conform as much as they are today. (-) 

26. People who say we don’t have enough freedom here in the USA don’t know what 
they’re talking about. (+)  
  

27. I don’t mind if other people decide what I am to do, or advise me how to do it. 

28. It would be much better if we could do without politics altogether. (-) 

Please answer the following questions using the below 7 point Likert-type scale: 
1 – Extremely Unlikely 
2 – Highly Unlikely 
3 – Unlikely 
4 - Neutral (not sure) 
5 – Likely 
6 - Highly Likely 
7 - Extremely Likely 
 

1. You are behind on your household bills due to a recent job layoff and you’ve 
been avoiding calls from a collection agency. You have family members who 
are in a position to help you out. How likely are you to ask a family member 
for financial assistance? 



 

78 

2. You are mayor of City Zee. A recent study indicates that 40% of the school 
children in your city are malnourished. How likely are you to allocate tax 
funds for additional school meals? 

 
3. You have a family member who is very excited about a new dream home they 

are about to purchase. You are certain that your relative does not understand 
the balloon mortgage that they are about to agree to. How likely are you to 
point out that their mortgage will double based on the terms of their mortgage 
agreement, at which point they will no longer be able to afford the home? 

 
4. You recently saw a special report on television that suggests that sunbathing is 

linked to skin cancer. The reporter stated that in Britain, someone dies of skin 
cancer every four hours and in the United States, approximately one person 
dies from melanoma (a form skin cancer) every hour. Your neighbor has been 
bragging about her tan lately. You suspect that she is sunbathing, often. How 
likely are you to share what you learned from the special report with your 
neighbor? 

 
5. You recently received a letter from your landlord stating that the utility use 

has become excessive. The landlord currently covers the major utilities 
(power, water and sewer). The letter indicates that if utility usage has not 
returned to normal after the next 60 days, all tenants in your building will 
receive an increase in their monthly rent to cover the excess. You’ve noticed 
that one of your neighbors has been washing his car every other day while his 
kids play with the water and another neighbor leaves many of the lights on her 
apartment all day and night. How likely are you to report to the landlord who 
might be causing the increase? 
 

6. Your neighbor has two pit bull dogs tied to a tree in their backyard. Neither 
you nor your neighbors have a fence. On occasion the dogs break the chain 
and run around the neighborhood. Several times the dogs have tried to get into 
your pool area by pushing on the screen. Other times, the dogs have pooped in 
your yard. The owners never apologize or do anything to ensure that the dogs 
are secure. You view the dogs as a threat because one of them has bitten 
someone in the neighborhood before and you are uncomfortable with the dogs 
being in your yard. How likely are you to speak to your neighbor about the 
dog issue? 
 

7. Your roommate used your previously graded term paper (letter grade A) for a 
class they had to repeat. They used and plagiarized the paper without your 
permission. How likely are you to confront your roommate about the 
situation? 

 
8. While waiting in line at a department store, you notice money that has fallen 

from the purse of the woman in front of you. Another individual also notices, 
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picks the money up and gets back in line. How likely are to alert the woman 
that the other person has her money? 

 
9. You are exhibiting signs of diabetes. How likely are you to visit the doctor 

regarding your symptoms? 
 

10. A young female relative has been dressing like a boy for the last year. 
Recently you saw her face book page and noticed she has been referring to 
herself by a male name. How likely are you to inquire about her sexuality? 
 

11. You are taking an exam along with other students. The professor briefly 
leaves the classroom and you notice that most of the class is cheating. How 
likely are you to report the cheating to the teacher? 
 

12. You just started a new job collecting outstanding debt for XYZ Company. 
You have been told to get shady customers with large debt balances to sign 
legally binding promissory notes with XYZ Company. Your company (XYZ) 
counts these promissory notes as assets and essentially eliminates the bad debt 
from the books. You know this is technically fudging the numbers because the 
notes were probably as uncollectible as the original debt. How likely are you 
to question your new boss about this practice?## 

 

##This is the final WB question used in the main decision-making task.
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Appendix B: Managerial Decision Making 

Thank you for your interest in participating in this research study. This study is being 
conducted by Dr. Julia Higgs, a faculty member at Florida Atlantic University (FAU) and 
Phebian Davis-Culler, a doctoral candidate at FAU. The purpose of the study is to 
measure human judgments that may affect business decisions.  It should take you no 
more than 25 minutes to complete this survey. Your participation in this survey is 
voluntary, and you may exit the survey at any time. However, if you do not complete the 
survey, you will not be compensated according to the terms identified by the survey 
company. We ask a few questions at the beginning to determine if you meet the 
demographic characteristics of a person needed for this survey. If you do not have the 
necessary characteristics, you will not be allowed to complete the survey.  
 
Please read all the information carefully. There are questions that will test your 
understanding of the information read and if not answered correctly, you will not be 
compensated by the survey company. The risks involved with participation in this study 
are minimal. You may experience an insignificant amount of cognitive or psychological 
discomfort while completing the research tasks. Your contribution will benefit 
researchers, practitioners, firms and educators by providing useful information regarding 
factors that could influence business judgments. If you have questions or concerns about 
the survey, please contact the principal investigator: Dr. Julia Higgs at (561) 297 3636 
(jhiggs@fau.edu). By advancing to the next page of the survey, you are giving consent to 
participate in this study. 
 
Please carefully read the company information presented below:   

PDR Waste Management Company (PDR Inc.) Scenario 

Background Information:      

You are assuming the role of CEO for PDR Waste Management Company (PDR Inc.) for 
this scenario and related task. The State (State X) in which PDR Inc. operates is more 
proactive than the average state in protecting the environment through enforcement of 
regulations. State X has developed regulations governing the storage, transportation, 
treatment, and disposal of hazardous waste. Hazardous waste regulation includes 
building, operating and maintaining storage treatment and disposal systems treating and 
disposing hazardous waste packaging and labeling waste appropriately keeping 
appropriate records   reporting quantities and types of wastes disposed of, and training 
personnel for operations and emergencies. Though hazardous waste violations may be 
willful or inadvertent, companies that violate the regulations are subject to large penalties 
and criminal prosecution.  
 
State X defines an environmental management system (EMS) as a set of processes and 
practices that enable an organization to reduce its environmental impacts and increase its 
operational efficiency. An EMS helps a company achieve its environmental goals through 
consistent control of its operations. The EMS provides the structure by which certain 
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activities can be carried out, ensures operator training and ascertains that proper 
procedures are in place for detection and remediation of environmental issues. State X 
has determined that properly designed and implemented environmental management 
systems can help promote positive environmental outcomes and has noted that it will 
continue to play a leading role in actively promoting these systems.    
 
Investing in an environmental management system has several positive benefits. An EMS 
can lead to improved environmental performance and reduced non-compliance. In 
addition, an EMS may provide a competitive advantage with customers that are 
concerned about environmental issues over firms that do not have the capacity to detect 
and correct environmental violations. Finally, an EMS may serve as a signal to regulators 
that the firm is managing its environmental impacts efficiently. As a signal to regulators, 
an EMS may reduce future targeted inspections of PDR Inc. by State X.     
 
While there are many benefits from investing in an EMS, some firms choose not to do so 
as EMS implementations generally require significant startup and ongoing maintenance 
expenses. Indeed, adoption of an EMS requires greater coordination of activities within 
the firm and involves employee training, audits, and process improvements. Overall, a 
firm may see cost savings from lower processing costs, increased sales, and 
lower regulatory liability; however, in the short run the firm's profitability will be 
reduced. In addition, as a signal to regulators, an EMS may bring more focus to a firm’s 
environmental footprint, possibly revealing new issues to State X before the firm can 
discover and fix them. 
 
Company Information: 
 
PDR Waste Management (PDR Inc.) specializes in hazardous waste disposal. They are a 
mid-level competitor in the waste management industry. Within the past 5 years, PDR 
Inc. has been cited by State X twice: (1) for a violation for disposing of hazardous waste 
to a non-hazardous landfill and (2) for improperly treating waste material that generated a 
hazardous by-product that PDR was not aware of. State X enforces requirements under 
the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA) regarding the safe handling, 
treatment, storage and disposal of hazardous wastes. State and Local Governments verify 
RCRA compliance with these requirements through a comprehensive compliance 
monitoring program which includes inspecting facilities, reviewing records and taking 
enforcement action where necessary. PDR Inc. had been unaware that they were 
committing these violations due to their inadequate investments in compliance and 
detection controls.   
                                                                                                    
Although research has linked prior environmental noncompliance and fines to increased 
future inspections, PDR Inc. has not been inspected by State X's environmental agency in 
over two years. However, State X recently announced plans for more targeted inspections 
in high pollution impact industries, which includes waste management. Though PDR Inc. 
corrected its previously discovered violations as part of its settlement with State X, the 
company did not make the necessary investments in compliance controls to detect or 
prevent future issues.  
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Your role in this case:  You are the new CEO for PDR Waste Management (PDR Inc.), 
replacing the previous CEO who has recently retired. Part of your job is to make 
budgetary decisions regarding investments in compliance controls. The previous CEO did 
not make any significant investments in compliance controls, which led to the previously 
mentioned violations and fines.  
 
You have learned that many of your competitors have environmental management 
systems (EMS) that allow them to monitor, detect and remediate environmental 
violations before State X's environmental agency may discover the violation during an 
inspection. Yet still other competitors have eluded discovery of any 
major environmental violations and avoided related fines/penalties without making major 
investments in an EMS. These companies engage in avoidance behavior that is akin to 
gambling with enforcement.  
 
One company that had a catastrophic issue is currently dealing with ongoing litigation 
related to clean-up costs of a Superfund site. While wildlife was affected, no humans 
died. The violating company would have been entitled to relief under State X's Audit 
Policy had it detected the issue and self-reported it to State X.   
 
While effective investment in an environmental management system requires significant 
upfront costs and possibly reduced incentive pay in the short-term, proper EMS 
investment can send a positive signal to regulators that PDR Inc. is proactive in 
environmental compliance. State X's Audit Policy provides protection for users such as 
no criminal prosecution (no jail) and significantly reduced penalties and fines. The ability 
to internally identify environmental violations will make the audit policy available to 
PDR Inc. should a violation occur.  
 
Primary Task:      

As the CEO of PDR Inc., you have the final decision-making authority whether to invest 
company resources in an environmental management system (EMS) or not. Due to 
significant upfront expenses, investing in an EMS would reduce PDR Inc.’s bottom line 
for 3 years, significantly affecting any cash bonuses for those three years. No bonuses 
were given in the years that the citations were issued by State X due to the significance of 
the fines imposed. In the past 10 years, bonuses have ranged from 0 to 20% of base 
salaries. PDR Inc. has had strong operating performance in the last 5 years, maintaining 
their market share. Current trends indicate that the company will continue to perform 
well.  
 
Based on the above PDR Inc. Scenario, choose the response that most closely indicates 
how you feel. Do not spend too much time on any one question. There is no right or 
wrong answer. Please select from 1 for strongly disagree to 7 for strongly agree. 
 
1 - Strongly disagree 
2 – Moderately disagree 
3 – Disagree 
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4 – Not sure 
5 – Agree 
6 – Moderately agree 
7 – Strongly agree 
 

1. I perceive an environmental management system (EMS) as useful. 
 

2. I do not believe that PDR Inc. would benefit from an EMS. (-) 
 

3. As the CEO, I would feel good knowing that PDR Inc. has an environmental 
management system. 

 
4. I feel positive that an EMS will help reduce pollution for PDR Inc. 

 
5. Most people who are important to me would want me to invest in an EMS. 

 
6. Most people who are important to me would not want me to invest in an EMS. (-) 

 
7. Most people who are important to me would not care if I invest in an EMS for 

PDR Inc. (-) 
 

8. It is expected of me to invest in an EMS. 
 

9. I feel under social pressure to invest in an EMS. 
 

10. I feel pressure to ensure my employees get a bonus. 
 

11. Based on the information provided, I intend to invest in an environmental 
management system for PDR Waste Management Company (PDR Inc.). 

 
12. I would support PDR Inc.’s investments in an EMS. 

 
13. I predict that I will not invest in an EMS for PDR Inc. (-) 

 
14. You just started a new job collecting outstanding debt for XYZ Company. You 

have been told to get shady customers with large debt balances to sign legally 
binding promissory notes with XYZ Company. Your company (XYZ) counts 
these promissory notes as assets and essentially eliminates the bad debt from the 
books. You know this is technically fudging the numbers because the notes were 
probably as uncollectible as the original debt. How likely are you to question your 
new boss about this practice? 

 
15. What industry does MDS operate in the presented case scenario? 

a. Chemical and Gas (screened out of survey) 

b. Waste Management (continue with survey) 
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c. Transportation (screened out of survey) 

d. Financial Services (screened out of survey) 

e. None of the above (screened out of survey) 

16. What size competitor is MDS considered within its industry as given in the case 
scenario? 

a. Top-tier (screened out of survey) 

b. Bottom-tier (screened out of survey) 

c. Mid-level (continue with survey) 

d. Above-average (screened out of survey) 

17. With which group do you most closely identify? 

a. White 

b. Black or African-American 

c. Hispanic 

d. Asian 

e. American Indian or Native Alaskan 

f. Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 

g. Other ________________________ 

18.  In your role as a manager, in which of the following positions did you serve? 

a. Controller 

b. Budget Manager 

c. CEO, CFO, COO, etc. 

d. Plant Manager 

e. Other ______________________ 

19. Did you have budgetary decision responsibilities in your managerial role? 
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a. Yes 

b. No 

20. Please choose the area in the USA where you spent most of your childhood: 

a. Northeast Region 

b. Midwest Region  

c. South Region   

d. West Region   

e. I did not live in the USA as a child   

21. What is your gender? 

a. Male 

b. Female 

22. Please choose the area in the USA where you spent most of your childhood: 

a. Northeast Region 

b. Midwest Region  

c. South Region   

d. West Region   

e. I do not live in the USA   
 
Please answer the following questions about your views on the environment and other 
general situations. Based on the scale below, indicate your level of agreement with the 
statements from 1 for Strongly disagree to 7 for Strongly agree. Please do not spend too 
much time on any one question. There are no wrong or right answers. 
 
1 - Strongly disagree 
2 – Moderately disagree 
3 – Disagree 
4 – Not sure 
5 – Agree 
6 – Moderately agree 

7 – Strongly agree 



 

86 

23. We are approaching the limit of the number of people the earth can support. 

24. Humans have the right to modify the natural environment to suit their needs. 
25. When humans interfere with nature, it often produces disastrous consequences. 
26. Human ingenuity will insure that we do NOT make the earth unlivable. 
27. Humans are severely abusing the environment. 
28. The earth has plenty of natural resources if we just learn how to develop them. 
29. Plants and animals have as much right as humans to exist. 
30. The balance of nature is strong enough to cope with the impacts of modern 

industrial nations. 
31. Despite our special abilities humans are still subject to the laws of nature. 
32. Human destruction of the natural environment has been greatly exaggerated. 
33. The earth has only limited room and resources. 
34. Humans were meant to rule over the rest of nature. 
35. The balance of nature is very delicate and easily upset. 
36. Humans will eventually learn enough about how nature works to be able to 

control it. 
37. If things continue on their present course, we will soon experience a major 

ecological disaster. 
38. I don’t tolerate ambiguous situations well. 
39. I would rather avoid solving a problem that must be viewed from several different 

perspectives. 
40. I try to avoid situations that are ambiguous. 
41. I prefer familiar situations to new ones. 
42. Problems that cannot be considered from just one point of view are a little 

threatening. 
43. I avoid situations that are too complicated for me to understand. 
44. I am tolerant of ambiguous situations. 
45. I enjoy tackling problems that are complex enough to be ambiguous. 
46. I try to avoid problems that don’t seem to have only one best solution. 
47. I generally prefer novelty over familiarity. 
48. I dislike ambiguous situations. 
49. I find it hard to make a choice when the outcome is uncertain. 
50. I prefer a situation in which there is some ambiguity. 

Note: Appendix B also includes scale items from Appendix A for Fear of Failure, Fear of 
Change, Fear of Conflict, Conformity and the single WB question. 
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Appendix C: Willful Blindness Survey 1

Investigator(s):  Julia Higgs – Faculty, Phebian Davis-Culler – PhD Student 

Survey 1:  Initial Screeners for participants to enter the survey 

Q1: What is your age? 

• Under 18 yrs (exit survey) 

• 18 – 24 yrs (continue) 

• 25 – 35 yrs (continue) 

• 36 – 45 yrs (continue) 

• Over 45 yrs (continue) 

Q2:  What is your highest level of education? 

• High School Diploma (Exit survey) 

• Currently enrolled in a 4-year college program (continue) 

• 4-year college degree (continue) 

• Masters degree (continue) 

• PhD or other terminal degree (continue) 

• None of the above (Exit Survey)  

 

INFORMED CONSENT – Survey 1 
 

Thank you for your interest in this research. This study measuring factors of willful 
blindness is being conducted by Phebian Davis-Culler, Ph.D. student, and Dr. Julia 
Higgs, Associate Professor of Accounting, at Florida Atlantic University. This study is 
completely voluntary, and you are free to withdraw at any time. We seek people who are 
18 years or older and are enrolled in a 4-year college degree program or have at least a 4-
year college degree.  
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As a participant you will be asked to rank yourself on questions given directly and in 
scenarios. The instrument should take approximately 15 minutes to complete. There are 
no right or wrong answers so please do not spend a lot of time on any one question. 
 
There are only minor risks associated with the above task. You may experience an 
insignificant amount of cognitive or psychological discomfort while completing these 
tasks. Your contribution to this study will benefit researchers, practitioners, firms and 
educators by providing useful information regarding factors that influence a willful 
blindness trait. 
 
The results of the study will remain completely confidential, unless disclosure of any 
information is required by law. The survey data will be maintained in a password 
protected computer server managed by Qualtrics - Online Survey Software. The 
individual survey results will remain confidential and only the researchers will have 
access to the records. The researchers do not have any personally identifying information 
about the participants. Downloads of survey data for analysis purpose will be kept secure 
in a data cloud account with access restricted only to the researchers. While every effort 
will be expended to ensure the security of the data, there are no absolute guarantees 
regarding the transmission of the data through third parties. The survey company 
(Qualtrics) will be able to identify those who complete the survey in order to compensate 
them.  
 
If you have questions, please call or e-mail the investigators, Phebian Davis-Culler at 
(561) 801-2221 (pdaviscu@fau.edu) or Dr. Julia Higgs at (954) 815-9396 
(jhiggs@fau.edu).  
 
Please read and consent or do not consent to the following statement:   
I have read the preceding information describing this study. I am 18 years of age or older 
and freely consent to participate. I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study 
at any time without penalty.  
 

I consent I do not consent to participate in this research study 
 

Willful Blindness Preliminary Scale 

The following statements are sometimes used by individuals to describe themselves. 
Please choose the response that most closely indicates how you usually feel. Please do 
not spend too much time on any one question. There are no right or wrong answers.  
 
Please select from 1 for strongly disagree to 7 for strongly agree: 
 
1 - Strongly disagree 
2 – Moderately disagree 
3 – Disagree 
4 – Not sure 
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5 – Agree 
6 – Moderately agree 
7 – Strongly agree 
 

1. When I fail, I expect to be criticized by others who are important to me. 

2. I’m afraid to make mistakes. 

3. I worry that my family will not be happy if I am not successful. 

4. When I fail, I believe my doubters feel that they were right about me. 

5. I worry that others may think I didn’t try if I fail. 

6. I get down on myself easily when I fail. 

7. I believe that failure decreases an individual’s value 

8. I believe that failure comes from a lack of talent. 

9. I worry about not meeting the expectations of people who are important to me. 

10. I believe that everyone knows when I’m not successful at something. 

11. I enjoy debates with people. (R) 

12. If I receive an unsatisfactory dish at a restaurant, I make it known. (R) 

13. I enjoy playing “devil’s advocate” whenever I can. (R) 

14. It makes me uncomfortable when someone confronts me about something. 

15. When I have an issue with someone, I look for a third party to intervene. 

16. If I was accused of wrong doing, I would not want to confront my accuser. 

17. If I had a problem with someone on my work team, I would let my boss know. 

(R) 

18. I try to avoid conflict. 

19. I will avoid conflict to preserve a relationship. 

20. I worry about retaliation if I confront someone. 

21. Changing schools is not good for kids. 

22. Fear of change has made it difficult for me to be successful in life. 

23. New relationships create anxiety for me. 

24. I worry about changes in my familial status. 

25. I am skeptical of changes when it comes to my work. 

26. I do not like change. 

27. Moving or relocating is exciting. (R) 
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28. I welcome new job opportunities. (R) 

29. New challenges and situations make me nervous. 

30. I get nervous when I have to change the way I do things. 

31. In discussions, I am easily persuaded by others. 

32. I feel it is better to stand up for what I believe than to be silent. (R) 

33. I usually go along with advice from others. 

34. I usually follow the decision of the group majority. 

35. It does not upset me to change my plans because someone else in the group 

wants to do something else.  

36. It is very important for me to get along well with the people I work with. 

37. If I don’t like the food offered in a group setting, I’ll ask for special food. (R) 

38. I am open to solutions to my problems from other people. 

39. I am relatively opinionated around others. (R) 

40. I prefer to follow the suggestions of others. 

41. I follow rules to avoid negative consequences.  

42. I never question authority.  

43. Rules are made to be broken. (R) 

44. The military should always carry out legal orders of the Commander in Chief, 
even if the decision is not popular with the public.  
 

45. If I am told what to do, I often do the opposite. (R) 

46. I resent authority figures who try to tell me what to do. (R) 

47. I obey my boss because I worry about job security. 

48. Following rules makes my life easier.  

49. I follow my doctor’s orders.  

50. I will do whatever my boss asks me to do. (R) 

 
Please answer the following questions using the below 7 point Likert-type scale: 
_____________________________________ 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7  
 
1 – Extremely Unlikely 
2 – Highly Unlikely 
3 – Unlikely 
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4 - Neutral (not sure) 
5 – Likely 
6 – Highly Likely 
7 – Extremely Likely 
 

51. You are behind on your household bills due to a recent job layoff and you’ve 
been avoiding calls from a collection agency. You have family members who 
are in a position to help you out. How likely are you to ask a family member 
for financial assistance?   
 

52. You are mayor of City Zee. A recent study indicates that 40% of the school 
children in your city are malnourished. How likely are you to allocate tax 
funds for additional school meals? 
 

53. You have a family member who is very excited about a new dream home they 
are about to purchase. You are certain that your relative does not understand 
the balloon mortgage that they are about to agree to. How likely are you to 
point out that their mortgage will double based on the terms of their mortgage 
agreement, at which point they will no longer be able to afford the home? 

 
54. You recently saw a special report on television that suggests that sunbathing is 

linked to skin cancer. The reporter stated that in Britain, someone dies of skin 
cancer every four hours and in the United States, approximately one person 
dies from melanoma (a form skin cancer) every hour. Your neighbor has been 
bragging about her tan lately. You suspect that she is sunbathing, often. How 
likely are you to share what you learned from the special report with your 
neighbor? 

 
55. You recently received a letter from your landlord stating that the utility use 

has become excessive. The landlord currently covers the major utilities 
(power, water and sewer). The letter indicates that if utility usage has not 
returned to normal after the next 60 days, all tenants in your building will 
receive an increase in their monthly rent to cover the excess. You’ve noticed 
that one of your neighbors has been washing his car every other day while his 
kids play with the water and another neighbor leaves many of the lights on her 
apartment all day and night. How likely are you to report to the landlord who 
might be causing the increase? 
 

56. Your neighbor has two pit bull dogs tied to a tree in their backyard. Neither 
you nor your neighbors have a fence. On occasion the dogs break the chain 
and run around the neighborhood. Several times the dogs have tried to get into 
your pool area by pushing on the screen. Other times, the dogs have pooped in 
your yard. The owners never apologize or do anything to ensure that the dogs 
are secure. You view the dogs as a threat because one of them has bitten 
someone in the neighborhood before and you are uncomfortable with the dogs 
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being in your yard. How likely are you to speak to your neighbor about the 
dog issue? 
  

57. Your roommate used your previously graded term paper (letter grade A) for a 
class they had to repeat. They used and plagiarized the paper without your 
permission. How likely are you to confront your roommate about the 
situation? 

 
58. While waiting in line at a department store, you notice money that has fallen 

from the purse of the woman in front of you. Another individual also notices, 
picks the money up and gets back in line. How likely are to alert the woman 
that the other person took her money? 
 

59. Over the last few months you have noticed signs that suggest your significant 
other might be cheating on you. How likely are you to confront your 
significant other based on your suspicions? 

 
60. You are exhibiting signs of diabetes. How likely are you to visit the doctor 

regarding your symptoms? 
 
61. Your daughter has been dressing like a boy for the last year. Recently you saw 

her face book page and noticed she has been referring to herself by a male 
name. How likely are you to inquire about her sexuality? 
 

62. You are taking an exam along with other students. The professor briefly 
leaves the classroom and you notice that most of the class is cheating. How 
likely are you to cheat? 
 

63. You just started a new job collecting outstanding debt for XYZ Company. 
You have been told to get shady customers with large debt balances to sign 
legally binding promissory notes with XYZ Company. Your company (XYZ) 
counts these promissory notes as assets and essentially eliminates the bad debt 
from the books. You know this is technically fudging the numbers because the 
notes were probably as uncollectible as the original debt. How likely are you 
to question your new boss about this practice? 

 
This is the end of the survey. Thank you for participating.
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