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1.  
INTRODUCTION 

 

UNETHICAL BEHAVIOR IN BUSINESS 

Unethical behavior in business is a serious and prevalent phenomenon. Recently, board 
members have enriched themselves (R. Brown, 2020), managers have bribed officials (Jolly, 
2020; Schubert & Miller, 2009), engineers have devised products that were at odds with 
advertised features (Ewing, 2018), and salespeople have extorted sensitive customer data to 
defraud their clients (Masunaga & Koren, 2016). Consumers, too, have engaged in unethical 
behavior, e.g., when they cheated retailers, bought irresponsibly (Vitell, 2015; Yang et al., 
2017), or when—as happened recently at the outset of the COVID-19 pandemic—they 
purchased more than they immediately required of products that were desperately needed by 
health care providers or their fellow citizens (BBC News, 2020; Wilson, 2020).  

Importantly, when in the context of business transactions people engage in unethical 
behavior, they are often operating openly, and they even do so in concert with others. Much of 
the unethical behavior observed in business is characterized by shared knowledge or 
coordination. When Wells Fargo laid off thousands of employees for opening bank accounts 
without customers’ prior consent, it became clear that the illegal and unethical behavior had 
become widespread and shared practice (Masunaga & Koren, 2016). At Volkswagen and its 
suppliers, the cooperation of dozens of engineers and executives was required in devising 
“defeat devices” to manipulate diesel emissions before the devices could be rolled out to more 
than 10 million vehicles across brands, models, and regions (Ewing, 2018). Customers 
stockpiling critical goods at the outset of the COVID-19 pandemic did so in plain sight of their 
fellow consumers.  

Humans are social beings, and morality is inherently a social phenomenon (Ellemers & 
van den Bos, 2012; Haidt, 2001; Moore & Gino, 2013). Shared knowledge and coordination 
point to the relevance of the social context in which unethical behavior may occur. Advancing 
the understanding of the social context in which unethical behavior unfolds is a key concern of 
my dissertation, which employs moral disengagement theory as its primary theoretical lens.  

MORAL DISENGAGEMENT  

Moral disengagement theory has established itself as a widely employed paradigm to 
explain unethical behavior (Bandura, 1999), providing an account of how people do harm and 
live with themselves (Bandura, 2016). Moral disengagement theory was developed by Albert 
Bandura beginning in the early 1970s, first as part of social learning theory (1973, 1977) and 
later as part of social cognitive theory (1986, 1991a). Over the course of the last two decades, 
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moral disengagement theory has also established itself as a stand-alone theory (Bandura, 1999; 
Moore, 2015; Newman et al., 2019; Schaefer & Bouwmeester, 2020). According to moral 
disengagement theory, human beings generally act in line with (and refrain from conduct 
contrary to) internalized moral standards (Bandura, 1990b, 2004). These internalized moral 
standards, however, can be effectively morally disengaged through cognitive mechanisms that 
reconstrue our assessment of moral issues. Moral disengagement theory proposes that 
individuals are able to reconstrue moral cognitions through psychological processes to the 
effect that individuals either have reconstrued morality, reevaluating behaviors formerly judged 
as immoral as amoral, morally permissible, or even morally obligatory, or have reconstrued 
agency of the behavior, thereby distancing themselves from being responsible for the behavior 
(Bandura, 1999; Schaefer & Bouwmeester, 2020). Through moral disengagement, individuals 
absolve themselves from guilt for what, in the absence of moral disengagement cognition, they 
would evaluate as immoral conduct, which enables people to “behave unethically without 
feeling distress” (Newman et al., 2019, p. 3).  

According to Bandura, moral disengagement theory “specifies eight psychosocial 
mechanisms that weaken or eliminate moral self-restraints over detrimental practices without 
self-censure” (2018a, p. 247). Through moral justification, palliative (or advantageous) 
comparison, and euphemistic labeling, “individuals sanctify harmful means by investing them 
with worthy purposes”; through displacement of responsibility and diffusion of responsibility 
“people absolve themselves of personal accountability for harmful conduct”; by minimizing, 
ignoring, or misconstruing consequences, “detrimental practices are judged to be harmless or 
even beneficial”, and by dehumanization and blaming victims, perpetrators attribute 
maltreatment to the target of their behavior (Bandura, 2018a, p. 247).  

Whereas Bandura’s conceptualization via these eight mechanisms dominates the better 
part of the scholarly moral disengagement literature, there are conceptualizations that deviate 
to varying degree from Bandura’s (see Chapters 2 and 3 for an in-depth discussion of 
competing conceptualizations). Specifically, some scholars suggest that further mechanisms 
may serve to morally disengage (e.g., Ashforth & Anand, 2003; Haney, 1997; Tsang, 2002). 
These variants of Bandura’s conceptualization are, by and large, consistent with Bandura’s 
conceptualization, and they represent cues to overcoming an overly narrow conceptualization 
of our focal construct (see Chapter 3, Schaefer & Bouwmeester, 2020). In this dissertation, I 
will use the following definition of moral disengagement: Moral disengagement refers to 
intrapsychic cognitive reasoning processes through which people selectively reconstrue a 
moral judgment “behavior B by actor A is morally wrong” and shift it toward becoming 
“behavior B is not morally wrong” or “actor A is not responsible for behavior B” (Schaefer & 
Bouwmeester, 2020, p. 8). 

Over the past two decades, an ever-growing number of studies have emerged that 
leverage moral disengagement to explain unethical behavior in numerous contexts and with 
diverse populations (see Chapter 2; Moore, 2015; Schaefer & Bouwmeester, 2020). Moral 
disengagement has been found to predict, for example, child bullying and aggression (Gini, 
2006; Gini, Pozzoli, & Hymel, 2014), youth gang involvement (Alleyne et al., 2014; Wood, 
2014), support for war (e.g., Aquino et al., 2007; McAlister, 2001), doping in sport (e.g., 
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Boardley & Kavussanu, 2011), or pro-honor-killing attitudes (Eisner & Ghuneim, 2013). 
Business ethics—a field that initially contributed little to the understanding of moral 
disengagement (see Chapter 2)—has by now established itself as the most productive field 
(Newman et al., 2019; see also Chapter 2) employing moral disengagement as a theoretical 
lens to explain various forms of unethical behavior, such as unethical and counterproductive 
work behavior (e.g., Barsky, 2011; Fida et al., 2015; Moore et al., 2019; Samnani et al., 2014), 
corruption (Ashforth & Anand, 2003; Moore, 2008), or unethical pro-organizational behavior 
(M. Chen et al., 2016; Umphress & Bingham, 2011). Furthermore, moral disengagement has 
also been established as an outcome of unethical behavior (Shu et al., 2011; Welsh et al., 2015), 
shedding light on a potentially destructive interplay—bi-directional causality—between 
people’s moral disengagement and their unethical behavior.  

Most research investigates moral disengagement exclusively as an intrapsychic 
phenomenon (see Chapter 2). Attempting to shed light on how people behave unethically when 
they are not operating in the shadows or when they do so in concert with others, this dissertation 
contributes particularly to the moral disengagement literature that crosses the frontier of the 
individual and explores moral disengagement as a social phenomenon (for an in-depth review 
see Chapter 2).  

MORAL DISENGAGEMENT AS A SOCIAL PHENOMENON 

Scholars have approached moral disengagement as a social phenomenon from two 
angles, either studying morally disengaging individuals as they mentally represent the social 
context (thereby holding on to the individual as level of analysis), or by investigating moral 
disengagement as a collective phenomenon that (emerges from but) transcends the moral 
disengagement of individuals (thereby explicitly or implicitly employing a multilevel 
perspective).  

Taking the first angle in approaching moral disengagement as a social phenomenon, 
scholars found that the mental representation of the social context affects how moral 
disengagement operates to either enhance or inhibit a subject’s own unethical behavior. In the 
mental presence of others, people have been found to be more lenient regarding adhering to 
moral standards, an effect that has been explained by diffusion of responsibility (Bandura et 
al., 1975; Chugh et al., 2014; Mazar & Aggarwal, 2011; Traclet et al., 2015). Further, unethical 
behavior of individuals with whom people feel connected (e.g., in-group members or people 
with whom they have similarities) amplifies people’s moral disengagement from the unethical 
behavior in question (Gino & Galinsky, 2012; Leidner et al., 2010). However, the question of 
how someone’s own morally disengaged unethical behavior affects their moral judgment of the 
behavior enacted by others (Research question 1) remains unanswered.  

The question is nontrivial, as research on moral hypocrisy provides ample support for 
bias and inconsistency in how people judge their own behavior vis-à-vis the same behavior as 
shown by others (Batson, 2011; Batson et al., 1999; Valdesolo & DeSteno, 2008). Furthermore, 
this question is important because people are not just onlookers, passive bystanders that merely 
react to their social contexts; people are also intentional agents, and their behavior contributes 
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to their lives and affects their interpretations of reality (Bandura, 1986, 1991a, 1991b, 2006b). 
People’s moral thought is not mere private reflection, but may be both a cause of their own 
actions and a determinant of their evaluations of social reality. 

Taking the second angle in approaching moral disengagement as a social phenomenon, 
multilevel scholars have speculated (Bandura, 2005; e.g., Johnson & Buckley, 2015) and 
provided initial evidence (Bandura, 2002; Gini et al., 2015b; J. White et al., 2009) suggesting 
that moral disengagement may transcend the boundaries of individuals and manifest itself as a 
collective phenomenon. Moral disengagement pioneer Albert Bandura and collaborators 
defined “collective moral disengagement at the social systems level” as “an emergent group-
level property arising from the interactive, coordinative, and synergistic group dynamics” and 
proposed that moral disengagement operates “with even more pervasive consequences at the 
level of social systems” (J. White et al., 2009, p. 43). Discussing case studies in the arms and 
tobacco industries, Bandura (2002) pointed to the role of (industry-wide) collective moral 
disengagement. Gini et al. (2015b) studied collective moral disengagement in classrooms and 
found that it interacted with students’ individual moral disengagement to determine bullying 
behavior. Theoretical and empirical contributions to a multilevel theory of moral 
disengagement, however, are scarce and scattered. The current literature does not provide a 
comprehensive account of how individual moral disengagement theory can be extended to a 
multilevel theory that specifies the relationship between moral disengagement and unethical 
behavior at both individual and collective levels (Research question 2).  

The field lacks a comprehensive multilevel theory of moral disengagement, and such a 
theory is needed to guide further research “to examine what leads moral disengagement to 
occur at the team/group and organizational levels, and the outcomes of collective moral 
disengagement” (Newman et al., 2019, p. 33). 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND OVERVIEW OF THE STUDIES 

This dissertation addresses at its core the two research questions introduced in the 
previous section to advance the understanding of moral disengagement from unethical behavior 
as a social phenomenon. 

 
How does someone’s own morally disengaged unethical behavior affect their 
moral judgment of the behavior enacted by others? (Research question 1) 

 
How can individual moral disengagement theory be extended to a multilevel 
theory that specifies the relationship between moral disengagement and 
unethical behavior at both individual and collective levels? (Research question 
2) 

 
A systematic review of the moral disengagement literature (Chapter 2) established 

significant variation in conceptualizations of the term “moral disengagement.” Therefore, this 
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dissertation will advance a reconceptualization of moral disengagement (Chapter 3)—
providing an intensional definition of the focal construct and an open inventory of 
psychological mechanisms of moral disengagement—before it addresses the two research 
questions in Chapters 4 and 5.  

 
Figure 1.1     Overview of dissertation 

 

 
Figure 1.1 provides an overview of my dissertation. In the following sections, I will 

outline the chapters and explain how I approached the review of the literature, the 
reconceptualization of moral disengagement, and the two research questions to advance the 
field’s understanding of moral disengagement as a social phenomenon. 

Systematic review of the moral disengagement literature employing a meso-analysis 
framework 

In Chapter 2, I review the interdisciplinary scholarly moral disengagement literature 
(125 articles) employing a meso-analysis framework that I devised for this review. The meso-
analysis framework (Figure 2.1) differentiates multilevel contributions from individual-level 
contributions in the moral disengagement literature. Furthermore, within the individual-level 
literature, it sheds light on those contributions that investigate moral disengagement not purely 
as an intrapsychic phenomenon operating independent of a social context but that research 
moral disengagement as a social phenomenon insofar as aspects of study participants’ social 
context are measured via its mental representation. 

The review established significant variance in the way moral disengagement is 
conceptualized in the literature and concludes that the field is in need of increased concept 
clarity calling for a (functional or intensional) reconceptualization of moral disengagement. 
Chapter 3 of the dissertation addresses this need and contributes such a reconceptualization.   
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Reviewing the small number of individual-level studies investigating mental 
representations of social contexts, I find strong evidence for an important role of people’s social 
context, and I conclude that further investigations of social contexts are needed to better 
understand how and under what conditions moral disengagement operates. More specifically, 
I suggest that future research may relate moral disengagement theory to social intuitionist 
theory (Graham et al., 2011, 2013; Haidt, 2001, 2007, 2012; Haidt & Bjorklund, 2008a), which 
has established itself as the most influential framework in moral psychology (Ellemers et al., 
2019). Social intuitionist theory explains that people’s moral judgments are predominantly 
based on moral intuitions that are subsequently rationalized (Haidt, 2001). While the 
predominant scholarly view seems to suggest that the two theories are essentially unrelated 
(Haidt, 2008, p. 68, Fig. 1), I suggest that theory advancement could be achieved by relating 
moral disengagement theory to social intuitionist theory. Moral disengagement may not only 
play a key role in providing the post-hoc rationalizations proposed in the social intuitionist 
model, but may also play a crucial role in shaping moral intuition over time. Chapter 4 of the 
dissertation, then, attempts to advance this theory by contributing the first study that relates 
moral disengagement theory to social intuitionist theory, investigating how people’s own 
morally disengaged unethical behavior affects their other-directed moral judgment. 

Reviewing the multilevel moral disengagement literature, I establish the need for a 
comprehensive multi-level theory of moral disengagement. Several scholars suggested that 
moral disengagement is not only an intrapsychic phenomenon, but that it could also operate 
within collectives (Bandura, 2002; Gini et al., 2015b; Johnson & Buckley, 2015; Pozzoli et al., 
2012; J. White et al., 2009). I find, however, that current multi-level moral disengagement 
theory is in its infancy, with several narrow and dispersed contributions in need of synthesis. 
Chapter 5 of the dissertation addresses this need and contributes a comprehensive multi-level 
theory (Kozlowski & Klein, 2000; Rousseau, 1985) of moral disengagement in collectives to 
the literature. 

Reconceptualization of moral disengagement 

The systematic review of the moral disengagement literature (Chapter 2) demonstrates 
that there is significant variance regarding the conceptualization of our focal construct. In 
Chapter 3, I demonstrate that the literature commits jingle and jangle fallacies (Lilienfeld et al., 
2015; Marsh, 1994).  

I demonstrate that the literature uses the term “moral disengagement” to refer to two 
related but distinct phenomena (jingle), thus committing “the error of referring to different 
constructs by the same name” (Lilienfeld et al., 2015, p. 2): In addition to the state-like process 
moral disengagement (also referred to as state moral disengagement; Bandura, 1999, 2018b) 
the literature uses the term “moral disengagement” also to refer to the trait-like propensity to 
morally disengage (e.g., Detert et al., 2008; Moore et al., 2012). I argue that disambiguation 
may be achieved by overcoming defining process or state moral disengagement extensionally 
via listings of psychological mechanisms (as consistently done by, e.g., moral disengagement 
pioneer Bandura). I provide a new intensional definition (Cook, 2009; Podsakoff et al., 2016) 
of process moral disengagement that gives the meaning of the term “moral disengagement” by 
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specifying the necessary and sufficient conditions for correct application of the term (and that 
highlights the function of the focal construct): Process moral disengagement refers to 
intrapsychic cognitive reasoning processes through which people selectively reconstrue a 
moral judgment “behavior B by actor A is morally wrong” and shift it toward becoming 
“behavior B is not morally wrong” or “actor A is not responsible for behavior B”. 

The intensional definition highlights the function of moral disengagement—to shift 
moral judgments through reconstrual of morality and/or agency—and thus prepares integration 
of moral disengagement constructs across levels (Morgeson & Hofmann, 1999; see Chapter 5). 

Furthermore, I leverage the intensional definition to suggest a new taxonomy of 
psychological mechanisms of moral disengagement along two dimensions—reconstruing 
morality and reconstruing agency—and show how these provide a reference frame (the “open 
inventory”) to classify a larger set of psychological mechanisms that may be employed by 
people to morally disengage. Noting the jangle fallacy in the literature—“the error of referring 
to the same construct by different names” (Lilienfeld et al., 2015, p. 2)—I synthesize 
mechanisms from the literature on moral disengagement, moral rationalization, and moral 
neutralization (Ribeaud & Eisner, 2010) and prefill the open inventory with 12 psychological 
mechanisms that operate when people morally disengage. 

Effects of own unethical behavior on people’s moral judgment of others  
(Research question 1) 

I address the first research question—How does own morally disengaged unethical 
behavior affect people’s moral judgment of the behavior enacted by others?—in Chapter 4.  
I leverage social intuitionist theory (Haidt, 2001; Haidt & Bjorklund, 2008a) as an additional 
theoretical perspective. Social intuitionist theory provides an account of how people make 
moral judgments of others, specifying that moral judgments are the result of moral intuitions 
(most often) or moral reasoning (very rarely). Moral intuitions are based in genetically 
preconfigured moral foundations such as harm, fairness, purity, or loyalty (Graham et al., 2011, 
2013; Haidt, 2012) that are shaped by cultural and social experiences (Haidt et al., 1993). 
Whereas the social intuitionist theory predicts that other people’s behavior may serve to shape 
an individual’s moral intuitions, prior research has not addressed the question of how an 
individual’s own (morally disengaged unethical) behavior may shape moral intuitions.  

I address the research question via three empirical studies that investigate how people’s 
own behavior influences their moral judgment of other’s behavior. These studies take the 
phenomenon of consumer stockpiling at the outset of the COVID-19 pandemic as the paradigm 
for morally problematic (unethical) behavior. In normal times, consumer stockpiling may be 
an example of an amoral behavior. In times of emergency, however, consumer stockpiling—
buying large quantities of products or making purchases in advance of the usual purchasing 
schedule (Blattberg & Neslin, 1990)—becomes morally problematic. Thus, I hypothesize that 
consumers have negative moral judgments of stockpiling. Furthermore, consumer stockpiling 
occurs in the presence and in plain sight of others—fellow consumers—that provide a social 
context. Thus, I hypothesize that consumers’ own stockpiling behavior attenuates their negative 
moral judgments of others’ stockpiling and that moral disengagement not only plays an 
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important role in (a) determining people’s own stockpiling decisions, but also in (b) shaping 
their evaluation of purchasing behavior of others and in (c) attenuating their negative moral 
judgments of others’ stockpiling. To test hypotheses, three studies were conducted. 

Study 1: Global field study with 1,825 consumers from 31 countries 

A global survey with 1,825 consumers from 31 countries (MAge = 30.29, SDAge = 9.77; 
43.3% female, 55.8% male, 0.8% other, 0.1% prefer not to say) was used to test the base 
hypotheses—consumers have negative moral judgments of stockpiling and consumers’ own 
stockpiling behavior attenuates their negative moral judgments of others’ stockpiling. 
Providing support for these hypotheses, the effect of others’ stockpiling on moral judgments 
was significantly negative and the interaction effect of others’ stockpiling and own stockpiling 
on moral judgments was significantly positive: Consumers who engaged in lower levels of 
stockpiling judged others’ stockpiling as particularly morally negative, while consumers who 
engaged in higher levels of stockpiling did not judge others who stockpiled more harshly than 
they judged those who did not stockpile. The big international sample of Study 1 speaks to the 
external validity of my findings; the correlational research design, however, comprises sources 
of endogeneity that Study 2 aims to address. 

Study 2: Experimental replication and extension with 175 U.S. consumers 

This study was performed to experimentally replicate the findings of the correlational 
Study 1 and to test the extended hypothesis model that predicted that moral disengagement 
plays an important role in (a) determining own stockpiling behavior, (b) shaping moral 
judgment of others’ purchasing behavior, and (c) attenuating negative moral judgments of 
others’ stockpiling. With 175 U.S. participants (MAge = 36.62, SDAge = 12.07; 57.14% female, 
42.29% male, 0.57% other), the experiment fully replicated the findings of Study 1 and 
provided support for all hypotheses of the extended hypothesis model. More specifically, 
results indicated that moral disengagement significantly (a) positively predicted consumers’ 
own stockpiling, (b) negatively predicted moral judgments of others’ purchasing behavior, and 
(c) interacted with the extent to which others stockpiled in attenuating moral judgments of 
others stockpiling behavior. Furthermore, the full hypothesis model explained more variance 
in the data as compared to the model without moral disengagement, corroborating our 
theorizing that moral disengagement plays an important role in determining moral judgments 
of others. Notably, including moral disengagement as an additional variable did not render 
insignificant the interaction of own stockpiling behavior with others’ stockpiling behavior in 
determining moral judgments of others’ stockpiling. Study 3 investigates the assumed 
mechanism behind this interaction effect. 

Study 3: Study employing sentiment analysis with 190 U.S. consumers 

This study investigated whether stockpilers are less likely to devalue others’ stockpiling 
behavior because they aim to maintain their moral self-concept (Jordan et al., 2015; Mazar et 
al., 2008). 190 U.S. participants (MAge = 34.4, SDAge = 11.2; 57.37% female, 41.58% male, 
0.0% other, 1.05% prefer not to say) were asked to provide written evaluations of stockpiling 
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behavior, which were subsequently coded employing sentiment analysis software as a proxy 
for the dependent variable “moral judgment of others stockpiling behavior.” Results revealed 
that participants adjusted their moral judgment of others’ behavior based on their own behavior 
only when they had a high need for self-concept maintenance. When consumers did not have 
a high need for self-concept maintenance, however, their own stockpiling behavior did not 
influence the evaluation of other consumers’ stockpiling behavior.  

Taken together, the three studies contribute to the social intuitionism literature by 
establishing the crucial role of people’s own behavior, their moral disengagement, and their 
need for self-concept maintenance for the formation of moral judgments of others via moral 
intuitions. Moreover, the studies contribute to our understanding of moral disengagement as a 
social phenomenon, as it provides initial evidence that the moral disengagement of their own 
unethical behavior has an effect on how people morally judge those behaviors when 
instantiated by others. Thus, people’s moral disengagement not only serves to absolve them 
from guilt and blame, but it also provides the basis for reconstruing morality and agency beyond 
the realm of their own person, which guides how they evaluate the world around them. This is 
no trivial finding, as the extensive literature on moral hypocrisy (Batson, 2011; Batson et al., 
1999; Haidt & Bjorklund, 2008b; Valdesolo & DeSteno, 2008) has consistently highlighted 
that people have a strong tendency to apply different standards when evaluating themselves 
and when evaluating others.  

Extending individual moral disengagement theory to a multilevel theory of moral 
disengagement at individual and collective levels (Research question 2) 

I address the second research question—How can individual moral disengagement 
theory be extended to a multilevel theory that specifies the relationship between moral 
disengagement and unethical behavior at both individual and collective levels?—in Chapter 5. 
I synthesize dispersed literature and develop a comprehensive, dynamic multilevel theory of 
collective moral disengagement that specifies both emergence and outcomes of moral 
disengagement in collectives. I do so by applying guidelines for multilevel theory formulation 
(Kozlowski & Klein, 2000; Morgeson & Hofmann, 1999; Rousseau, 1985) and by adopting 
social identity theory as an additional theoretical lens. More specifically, I adopt vocabulary, 
constructs, and arguments from self-categorization theory, the social identity theory of the 
group (Hogg & Reid, 2006; Hogg & Terry, 2000; J. C. Turner & Reynolds, 2011), and I follow 
social identity theory’s practice of using the term “group” to refer to collectives, thus leading 
me to refer to the theory’s focal construct as “group moral disengagement.”  

I define group moral disengagement functionally equivalent to its individual-level 
counterpart (see Chapter 2) as socially shared cognitive reasoning processes through which 
group members reconstrue a morally charged group norm “behavior B by actor A is morally 
wrong,” and shift it toward becoming “behavior B is not morally wrong” or “actor A is not 
responsible for behavior B.” I then introduce a process model—characterized by tipping points-
—for the emergence of group moral disengagement, and I propose prototypicality—which 
conveys the relevance of the individual for the social group—as a contextual moderator for 
group moral disengagement emergence.  
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Lastly, I propose three outcomes of emerged (state) group moral disengagement. First, 
group moral disengagement recursively affects subsequent individual moral disengagement of 
group members, an effect which is contextually moderated by social identification—conveying 
the relevance of the group for the individual. Second, group moral disengagement stimulates 
group unethical behavior—which in turn may trigger further individual moral disengagement 
of group members. Last, group moral disengagement unleashes individual unethical behavior 
of morally disengaged group members. Group moral disengagement theory provides a 
promising avenue into understanding collective unethical behavior, i.e., unethical behavior that 
is determined by a person’s membership in a social group and is performed in concert with 
other members of that group. 

By synthesizing dispersed theory, I contribute to the moral disengagement literature by 
developing a comprehensive group moral disengagement theory that explicates the interaction 
between moral disengagement and unethical behavior across levels. Furthermore, the theory 
contributes to a surprisingly scarce literature examining collective unethical behavior (Ashforth 
& Anand, 2003; Brief et al., 2001; Leidner & Castano, 2012; J. Pinto et al., 2008; Smith-Crowe 
& Warren, 2014), providing a new avenue into understanding the phenomenon of unethical 
behavior of and in collectives. Furthermore, the theory adds to the group dynamics literature 
by providing a dynamic account of the interplay between moral thought and moral behavior 
across levels. Group moral disengagement theory proposes that three dynamic feedback loops 
(Cronin et al., 2011; Cronin & Vancouver, 2018) exist: the established “slippery slope” 
feedback loop between individual moral disengagement and individual unethical behavior (Shu 
et al., 2011; Welsh et al., 2015); a within-construct cross-level link of emergence and recursive 
influence between individual moral disengagement and emerged group moral disengagement; 

and a social vicious circle—individual moral disengagement → group moral disengagement → 
group unethical behavior → individual moral disengagement—that links thought and behavior 
across levels.  

THESIS RESEARCH OUTPUT 

While the four chapters that comprise the core of this dissertation (Chapter 2-5) are 
conceptually linked to address moral disengagement beyond the individual, they have been  

conceived as stand-alone, self-contained papers aiming at publication in reputable peer-
reviewed journals. Thus, chapters will be presented with their own introduction, method, 
results, discussion, and conclusion sections, and may be accompanied by their own appendices.  

 
Table 1.1 provides an overview of the four chapters that comprise the core of this 

volume and indicates publication status. 
 

Table 1.1     Thesis research output 

Chapter   Title    Publication status 
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2 
 

Moral disengagement in organizational 
contexts: a systematic review and a research 
agenda 

 
 3 rounds of review*  

(Journal of Business Ethics) 
    

 
 

3 
 

Reconceptualizing moral disengagement as a 
process: transcending overly liberal and overly 
conservative practice in the field 

 
 Published** 

(Journal of Business Ethics) 

    
 

 

4 
 

Effects of own behavior on moral judgments of 
others: the role of moral intuition, moral 
disengagement, and self-concept maintenance 

 
 In preparation for 

resubmission (Psychological 
Science)*** 

  
     Study 1: Global field study  
     with 1.825 consumers from 31 countries 

 
 

  
     Study 2: Experimental replication and  
     extension with 175 U.S. consumers 

 
 

  
     Study 3: Study employing sentiment analysis 
     with 190 U.S. consumers 

 
 

  

   
 

5 
 

Group moral disengagement: a dynamic 
multilevel theory of emergence and outcomes of 
moral disengagement in collectives  

 
 Under review**** 

(Journal of Applied 
Psychology) 

 

* An extended version of this chapter was under review at the Journal of Business Ethics (hereafter: “the 

Journal”). On April 29, 2019, the Journal announced that it would publish a literature review titled “Moral 

disengagement at work: A systematic review and research agenda,” which was under review at the Journal in 

parallel to my literature review. Since this “competing” review was co-authored by a section editor of the 

Journal (A. Newman), it was handled not by the section editor for moral psychology, but by a “a senior 

independent editor” (Newman et al., 2019, see front page note and conflict of interest statement). ** Schaefer & 

Bouwmeester, 2020 *** A variant of Chapter 4 (Schaefer et al., 2020) was reviewed by the Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology between August 10, 2020, and October 20, 2020. **** An earlier version of 

the chapter was reviewed by the Academy of Management Review between March 20, 2020, and May 13, 2020, 

and is now under review as of September 19, 2020 (Schaefer & Habel, 2020). 
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