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Key Finding 
Relative performance evaluation schemes can exacerbate individuals’ unethical misconduct. 
Such ethical breaches can be reduced by ex-ante personal reflection on the consequences of 
decisions. 

 
Business Application 
Leaders can encourage employees to engage in pre-mortems. That is, to reflect prospectively 
on both the positive and negative consequences of their decisions in ethically charged 
situations. 
 
In the business world, relative performance evaluation is a commonly used system of evaluating 
employees, where the performance of an individual is judged relative to that of others.  Such 
schemes are known by various names, such as vitality curve, forced rankings, stacking systems and 
rank & yank. Similarly, the bell-curve grading in an MBA classroom ensures that students are 
categorised and graded for their performance relative to peers without considering their absolute-
level performance. At the same time, research on human behaviour has shown that we tend to run 
on autopilot. In matters of ethics, this can mean a self-centred “me first” attitude that is focused on 
immediate benefits and discounts long-term consequences, leading to serious moral lapses. In my 
research, I find that institutional processes that emphasise competition and comparison – such as 
relative performance evaluation within an organisation or rating on a curve in the classroom –
exacerbate such ethical breaches. 
 
Organisations might not want to discard such schemes due to their positive effects on motivation and 
performance. What, then, can be done to keep the moral fabric intact? I propose and test the 
effectiveness of a subtle and simple intervention that I call consequential reflection. This is a prompt 
to ask individuals to reflect on both the positive and negative consequences of their decisions. The 
strength of this intervention lies in its unobtrusive nature; it avoids direct manipulation and is unlikely 
to provoke negative reactions from participants. Leaders can ask employees and teams to stop 
regularly and reflect before making crucial, ethically charged decisions. Instead of making post-event 
diagnoses, employees should spend time prospectively simulating various possible decisions and 
their consequences. Reminders such as “Think first” and “Seek opinion” can be posted on office walls 
to encourage the incorporation of these behaviours into routine corporate culture. 
 
Read more: Tzini, K., Jain, K. (2018), “Unethical Behavior under Relative Performance Evaluation: 
Evidence and Remedy”, Human Resource Management, forthcoming.   
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