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Título: El papel de la disposición a la desconexión moral en la predicción 
de los resultados de carácter no-ético en el trabajo. 
Resumen: Existe una evidencia considerable favorable a la influencia de la 
disposición a la desconexión moral (DDM) sobre los resultados en el traba-
jo de carácter ético. Complementando la investigación previa, el presente 
estudio analiza la relación entre la DDM con la personalidad (“Cinco 
Grandes” y “Tétrada Oscura”), y si la DDM pronostica los resultados que 
no tienen una base ética, como son el desempeño de tarea, el desempeño 
adaptativo y el engagement laboral. El diseño fue transversal, participando un 
total de 405 empleados de diferentes organizaciones. Todos los trabajado-
res fueron informados acerca de los propósitos del estudio y participaron 
rellenando un cuestionario con las variables de interés. Dichos cuestiona-
rios fueron analizados empleando estadísticos descriptivos, correlaciones y 
modelos de regresión jerárquica. Los resultados muestran que: (1) los “Cin-
co Grandes” y la Tétrada Oscura son determinantes de la DDM; (2) la 
DDM es capaz de pronosticar los resultados no-éticos analizados; y (3) si 
se tiene en consideración los “Cinco Grandes” y la Tétrada Oscura en la 
predicción de los resultados no-éticos, la DDM continúa jugando un papel 
en la explicación del desempeño de tarea y el engagement laboral, aunque 
modesto. Es necesaria más investigación sobre la relación entre DDM y los 
resultados no-éticos. 
Palabras clave: Disposición a la desconexión moral. Cinco Grandes. Té-
trada Oscura. Desempeño laboral. Engagement laboral. 

  Abstract: There is a strong evidence supporting the influence of propensi-
ty to moral disengagement (PMD) on ethical outcomes at work. Comple-
menting previous research, this study analyzes the relationship of PMD 
with Big Five and Dark Tetrad personality traits, and if PMD predicts out-
comes that have no ethical basis but are relevant to organizational success 
(i.e., task performance, adaptive performance, and work engagement). The 
design was cross-sectional. A total of 405 employees from different organ-
izations being involved in the study, filling a questionnaire with the varia-
bles of interest. All workers voluntarily agreed to participate and were in-
formed about the study, their role as participants, and the confidentiality of 
their responses. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, correlations 
analysis and hierarchical regression analyses. The results show that: (1) Big 
Five and the Dark Tetrad are determinants of PMD; (2) PDM predicts task 
performance, adaptive performance, and work engagement; and (3) if the 
'Big Five' and the Dark Tetrad are taken into account in predicting non-
ethics outcomes, PDM continues to play a role in explaining task perfor-
mance and work engagement. However, more research is needed to verify 
these findings. 
Keywords: Propensity to moral disengagement. Big Five. Dark Tetrad. Job 
performance. Work engagement. 

 

Introduction 

 
The study of the influence of workers’ negative aspects on 
the organization and its results is flourish again. Recent re-
search investigates the impact of abusive supervision (Fisch-
er et al., 2021), dark personality (Fernández-del-Río et al., 
2021), and unethical behavior (Ruiz-Palomino et al., 2019), 
among others. A great example of this is moral disengage-
ment. Proposed by Albert Bandura, it refers to the cognitive 
mechanisms that people use to deal with the conflict be-
tween their moral standards and their unethical behavior 
(Bandura et al., 1996). Despite moral disengagement has ex-
isted as a construct for more than 20 years, it is only in the 
recent past that it has been acknowledged as an important is-
sue in the workplace (Newman et al., 2020). As a conse-
quence, the study of its influence on outcomes that have no 
ethical basis is still in its infancy (Ogunfowora et al., 2022b). 
The research reported here seeks to contribute in that sense, 
analyzing the role of propensity to moral disengagement as 
predictor of non-ethics outcomes (i.e., task performance, 
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adaptive performance, work engagement), and their incre-
mental validity over “bright” (i.e., Big Five) and “dark” (i.e., 
Dark Tetrad) personality traits. 

 
Moral disengagement at work 
 
Using moral disengagement, people is able to deactivate 

their moral standards under certain situations (Khan et al., 
2021). Moral disengagement refers to “the way that people 
cognitively process decisions and behavior with ethical im-
port that allows those inclined to morally disengage to be-
have unethically without feeling distress” (Moore et al., 2012, 
p.2). It comprises eight mechanisms to solve the conflict be-
tween self-concept and performing inappropriate behaviors 
(Fida et al., 2015; Kapoor et al., 2021; Navas et al., 2023). 
These mechanisms can be even more, attending to the way 
in which the mechanisms help to reconstructing morality 
(“behavior is not morally wrong”), reconstructing agency 
(“actor is not responsible”) or both (Schaefer & 
Bouwmeester, 2021).   

Going deeper with moral disengagement, two different 
perspectives exists (Ogunfowora et al., 2022a): moral disen-
gagement as a state or as a trait. As a state, it describes the 
process of reconstruing moral judgments (Bandura, 2016). 
As a trait, it refers to the predisposition of people to engage 
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the moral disengagement process (Zhao et al., 2019). This 
distinction is important because, although related, we cannot 
be ascertained that both constructs have the same determi-
nants, mediators, and consequences. According with 
Schaefer and Bouwmeester (2021), researchers have not paid 
attention to this distinction until now. As a consequence, is 
difficult to distinguish whether empirical evidence refers to 
moral disengagement process (state) or propensity to moral disengage-
ment (trait). Bearing this distinction in mind, the present re-
search is focused on the latter, propensity to moral disen-
gagement (PMD). 

Recently, a systematic review (Newman et al., 2020), a 
meta-analysis (Ogunfowora et al., 2022b) and a theoretical 
review (Schaefer & Bouwmeester, 2021) on moral disen-
gagement has been published. Following these articles, we 
can outline the individual antecedents, correlates and out-
comes of PMD. Among the individual antecedents, PMD 
receives support for gender (men tend to have higher moral 
disengagement than women), variables related with leader-
ship performance (e.g., leadership self-efficacy, affective mo-
tivation to lead, non-calculative motivation to lead) and per-
sonality-based variables like conscientiousness, honesty-
humility, moral identity, emotions, and creativity (Schaefer & 
Bouwmeester, 2021). Dark personality traits, which compris-
es antisocial behaviors with unique and distinct features 
(Paulhus & Williams, 2002) remains with an unclear role, be-
cause some authors suggest that are antecedents of PMD 
(e.g., Egan et al., 2015; Kapoor et al., 2021) and others that 
really should be considered as correlates (Ogunfowora et al., 
2022b). Regarding the outcomes, moral disengagement is re-
lated with different ethical-related constructs like counter-
productive behaviors and organizational citizenship behav-
iors (Newman et al., 2020). The relationship with outcomes 
that are not moral in nature, however, remains practically 
unexplored (Ogunfowora et al., 2022b): two studies found 
that moral disengagement increases turnover intentions 
(Christian et al., 2017; Huang et al., 2017), and one that 
PDM diminishes task performance (Ogunfowora et al., 
2022a). 

 
The present study 
 
Although the study of moral disengagement at work has 

come a long way, there are still many unknowns to be an-
swered that lead to the present study. First of all, we need re-
search that verify which results from prior research refers to 
moral disengagement as state or as trait (Schaefer & 
Bouwmeester, 2021). A good example is the relationship 
with Big Five personality traits, where previous research has 
shown mixed results, suggesting associations with agreeable-
ness (positive, always the highest), conscientiousness (posi-
tive), and neuroticism (negative), meanwhile the role of 
openness and extraversion is still ambiguous (Rengifo & 
Laham, 2022). 

Secondly, meta-analytic prior research has demonstrated 
a positive relationship between Dark Triad and moral disen-

gagement (Ogunfowora et al., 2022b), but we do not know 
what happen if Big Five is also considered. Further research 
in that sense may help to un understand the relationship 
among constructs. Additionally, the research on dark per-
sonality has growth up including everyday sadism to the 
components of the triad, turning it into the Dark Tetrad 
(Fernández-del-Río et al., 2020). Thus, seems necessary re-
search that explore if the relationship between PMD and 
sadism is the same as the remaining dark personality traits. 

Thirdly, more research is needed regarding the non-
ethics outcomes of PMD. Job performance is among the 
most relevant individual variables at the workplace (Ramos-
Villagrasa et al., 2019). It is composed by four dimensions 
that differentiate how workers’ behavior contributes to or-
ganizational goals in (Ramos-Villagrasa et al., 2022): (1) task 
performance, the degree in which the worker is able to do their 
job duties successfully; (2) organizational citizenship behavior or 
contextual performance, the extra-role behaviors that con-
tributes to the social environment and organization’ func-
tioning; (3) counterproductive work behaviors, including all unethi-
cal behaviors that reduces productivity or impairs the social 
environment; and (4) adaptive performance, the capacity of 
workers to deal with changes in their job and work environ-
ment. Previous research had provided strong support for the 
influence of PMD on contextual performance and counter-
productive work behaviors (e.g., Fida et al., 2015; Zhao et al., 
2022). This is due to both dimensions are ethic-based, whilst 
the remaining (task performance and adaptive performance) 
are not. In fact, until the best of our knowledge, they are on-
ly one study investigating the relationship of task perfor-
mance (Ogunfowora et al., 2020) and none with adaptive 
performance. Thus, our research is focused on the role of 
PMD as predictor of these two non-ethics dimensions of job 
performance. The scarce amount of studies focused on non-
ethics outcomes suggests that PMD is positively associated 
with negative outcomes and negatively associated with posi-
tive ones (Ogunfowora et al., 2022b). Thus, we expected a 
negative relationship between PMD and both dimensions of 
job performance. 

Continuing with non-ethics constructs, we want to inves-
tigate is work engagement. Work engagement refers to a 
positive and motivated state of being that is composed by 
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Reig-Botella et al., 2024): (1) 
vigor, which refers to enthusiasm and mental stamina; (2) 
dedication, the feeling of pride and passion at work; and (3) 
absorption, the degree in which the worker is completely 
concentrated in its work. Work engagement is a determinant 
of several relevant outcomes at the workplace like job satis-
faction, task performance, and lesser turnover intentions 
(Mazzetti et al., 2021). Since PMD indicates a predisposition 
to break the trust between the person and the organization 
displaying unethical behaviors, we believe that is difficult for 
an employee to feel the fulfillment and connection to work 
suggested by work engagement. Thus, we expect a negative 
relationship between PMD and work engagement. 

Fourthly, as far as we known, Big Five, Dark Tetrad and 
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PMD has been not considered at the same time until now. 
Previous research supported the consideration of Dark Tet-
rad in addition to Big Five in the prediction of task perfor-
mance (Fernández-del-Río et al., 2020) and adaptive perfor-
mance (Ramos-Villagrasa et al., 2020). PMD showed incre-
mental validity over Dark Triad in the prediction of work-
place misconduct and organizational citizenship behaviors 
(Ogunfowora et al., 2022b), but without considering Big 
Five, which are antecedents of PMD (Rengifo & Laham, 
2022). By investigating the role of PMD over “Bright” and 
“Dark” personality in the prediction of two different dimen-
sions of performance (task and adaptative) and work en-
gagement, the nomological network of moral disengagement 
can be clarified and expanded. 

 

Method 
 

Participants and procedure 
 
The sample comprised 405 employees (54% female; Mage 

= 39.52, SDage = 13.52) from different organizations. Their 
average job tenure was 16.63 years (SD = 12.65). Most of 
them have a permanent job (57.7%), followed by temporary 
contracts (23.0%) and other forms like internships (19.3%). 
Following CNO-11 classification, 16.8% of workers belong 
to catering, personal, and protection services and salesper-
sons; 15.1% are technicians and support workers; 13.6% 
work in accountancy, administrative and other office jobs; 
13.3% to scientific and intellectual technicians and profes-
sionals; 12.1% are craftspersons and skilled workers in man-
ufacturing and construction; 10.1% belong to elementary oc-
cupations; 9.1% to managerial staff; 4.0% are agricultural, 
livestock, forestry and fishing sector workers; 3.2% are in-
stallation and machinery operators and assemblers; and only 
2.7% had a military occupation Regarding education, most 
participants has vocational training (27.9%), followed by 
university degree (26.4%), high school (23.7%), primary 
studies (11.1%) and postgraduate studies (10.9%). 

Data for the study were obtained following a non-
probability sampling with the aid of trained university stu-
dents. All workers voluntarily agreed to participate and were 
informed orally and by written about: (1) study purposes; (2) 
the type of information to be collected from them; (3) how 
data would be treated.; (4) that no personal information that 
allow identification (e.g., names, address, emails) was collect-
ed; (5) were ask for the research or its results. The informed 
consent was obtained orally, because we are not gathering 
any data that allow identification of participants and the data 
were analysed anonymously. 

 
Measures 
 
Sociodemographic and work behavior characteristics. We asked 

participants about their gender, age, and job tenure. 
Personality. The Big Five was assessed with the 60-item 

Spanish version of the Big Five Inventory–2- Short (BFI-2-

S, Soto & John, 2017), rated on a 5-point Likert scale rang-
ing from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). It has 12 items 
per personality trait. 

Dark Tetrad. We applied the Spanish version of the Short 
Dark Tetrad (SD4, Paulhus et al., 2021). This scale compris-
es 28 items rated on a 5-point Likert type scale, ranging from 
1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), with 7 items per dimen-
sion. 

Propensity to moral disengagement (PMD). We used the 8-item 
scale developed by Moore et al. (2012). It is rated on a 7-
point Liker scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly 
agree). To date, it is considered the best scale to measure 
PMD (Newman et al., 2020). 

Task performance. The scale of task performance from In-
dividual Work Performance Questionnaire (IWPQ), adapted 
into Spanish by Ramos-Villagrasa et al. (2019) has been used. 
It is rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (seldom) to 
4 (always). 

Adaptive performance. Adaptive performance was assessed 
with scale by Ramos-Villagrasa et al. (2020). It has 8 items 
rated on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (totally ineffec-
tive) to 7 (totally effective). 

Work engagement. Engagement at work has been measured 
with the Spanish version of the Utrecht Work Engagement 
Scale (UWES, Schaufeli et al., 2002). It is comprised by 17 
items in a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (al-
ways). 

 
Statistical analysis 
 
Regarding descriptives, we computed means, standard 

deviations, and reliabilities (α). As this paper is focused on 
PMD, we also estimate differences between sociodemo-
graphical variables (T-test for gender and type of contract, 
and one-factor ANOVA for occupation and education). As-
sociations between the variables were assessed with Spear-
man correlations. Regarding regression analyses, three differ-
ent series of analyses were performed: (1) with PMD as crite-
rion and control variables in step 1 (gender and job experi-
ence), Big Five in step 2, and Dark Tetrad in step 3; (2) with 
non-ethics outcomes as criteria and control variables in step 
1 (gender and job experience), and PMD in step 2; (3) with 
non-ethics outcomes as criteria and control variables in step 
1 (gender and job experience), Big Five in step 2, Dark Tet-
rad in step 3, and PMD in step 4. We did not include age 
among the control variable due to high association with job 
experience (r = .89, p < .001, see Table 1).  
 

Results 
 

Descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and correlations 
 

Descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and correlations among 
PMD and the remaining variables are shown in Table 1. 
Given that skewness of psychopathy and PMD is high (2.63 
and 2.18) we computed nonparametric correlations. Internal 
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consistency coefficients have values of .64 or higher except-
ing extraversion, which have a value below standards (α = 

.55). Therefore, the results related to this variable should be 
interpreted carefully. 

 
Table 1 
Descriptive statistics, reliability, and correlations of the variables 
 Descriptives     Associations 

Variables M SD Skw Kur α 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 

1. Gendera 1.54 0.50 -0.14 -1.99  1                
2. Age 39.52 13.52 -.055 -1.29  .01 1                             
3. Job tenure 16.63 12.65 0.36 -0.84  -.05 .89** 1                           
4. Neuroticism 16.06 4.29 0.24 -0.06 .66 .16** -.09 -.10 1                         
5. Extraversion 21.40 3.94 -0.16 -0,14 .55 -.04 -.06 .02 -.31** 1                       
6. Openness 21.06 4.24 -0.38 0.18 .64 .11* -.08 -.13* -.11* .28** 1                     
7. Agreeableness 24.03 3.85 -0.79 0.61 .65 .14** .06 .02 -.33** .16** .27** 1                   
8. Conscientiousness 23.09 4.52 -0.53 -0.16 .73 .07 .17** .18** -.38** .39** .19** .32** 1                 
9. Machiavellianism 2.70 0.71 0.07 0.21 .68 -.12* -.12* -.10* .05 .03 -.14** -.22** -.16** 1               
10. Narcissism 2.63 0.83 0.15 -0.40 .82 -.17** -.19** -.12* -.04 .37** .13** -.17** .03 .34** 1             
11. Psychopathy 1.73 0.73 1.47 2.63 .80 -.13** -.22** -.20** .19** -.01 -.11* -.30** -.28** .30** .41** 1           
12. Sadism 1.78 0.80 1.18 1.02 .82 -.31** -.36** -.30** .12* -.01 -.14** -.32** -.29** .29** .36** .57** 1         
13. PMD 16.06 7.43 1.33 2.18 .80 -.15** -.13** -.11* .12* -.04 -.22** -.29** -.23** .40** .21** .40** .40** 1       
14. Task performance 3.02 0.77 -0.80 0.36 .87 .06 -.03 .06 -.15** .26** .14** .09 .42** .03 .16** -.13** -.10* -.16** 1     
15. Adaptive performance 42.14 9.15 -0.98 0.92 .93 .05 .03 .06 -.23** .26** .34** .22** .26** .03 .14** -.08 -.12* -.09 .27** 1   
16. Work engagement 7.38 2.76 -0.89 0.24 .95 .07 .08 .10 -.20** .27** .29** .23** .30** -.05 .16** -.19** -.15** -.21** .41** .39** 1 

Note. aCoding: Male = 0, Female = 1; Skw = skewness; Kur = kurtosis; α = Cronbach’s alpha. PMD = propensity to moral disengagement. * = p ≤ .05;  
** p ≤ .01. 

 
Focusing on associations between the variables of inter-

est (personality, PMD, and non-ethics outcomes), it is re-
markable that PMD is associated with all the variables (M|r| 
= .26, range [-.29, .40]) excepting extraversion (r = -.04, p = 
.385) and adaptive performance (r = -.09, p = .095). Focus-
ing on criteria, all of them display similar results: all Big Five 
personality traits are related with criteria (M|r| = .26, range [-
.23, .42]) excepting between agreeableness and task perfor-
mance (r = .09, p = .078). Dark Tetrad, however, depends on 
the personality trait and the criterion. Thus, Machiavellian-
ism is not associated with criteria, Narcissism and sadism 
with all of them, the first positively (Mr = .15, range [.14, 
.16]) and the second one negatively (Mr = -.12, range [-.15, -
.10]). Psychopathy is associated with task performance (r = -
.13, p = .009) and work engagement (r = -.19, p < .001). Re-
garding PMD, as we stated before is not related with adap-
tive performance, but is associated with task performance (r 
= -.16, p = .001) and work engagement (r = -.21, p < .001). 

 
Differences in PMD according with sociodemo-
graphical data 
 
Two variables (gender and type of contract) are exam-

ined using T-test. They are differences regarding gender, 
with men scoring higher in PMD than women (Men = 
17.22, Women = 15.03; T = 2.99, p = .003, Cohen’s D = 
.299). They are not differences regarding type of contract 
(Permanent contract = 17.13; Temporary contract = 15.77; 
T = 1.50, p = .134). 

The remaining two sociodemographical variables (occu-
pation and education) are analyzed using one-factor ANO-
VA. They are differences regarding occupation (F9, 95.9) = 
2,85, p = .004). Post-hoc tests allow us to identify those dif-
ferences are that workers of the agricultural, livestock, for-
estry and fishing sector scores substantially high than work-

ers of three sectors: managerial staff (T = -3.76, p = .025), 
scientific, intellectual technicians and professional workers 
(T = -4.44, p = .007), and technicians and support profes-
sionals (T = -7.85, p = .016). They are no differences regard-
ing education. 

 
Predictive models of PMD 
 
Table 2 displays the results regarding the prediction of 

PMD. All steps are statistically significant. In step 1 (control 
variables), being male plays a role as antecedent of PMD (β 
= -.154, p = .002), but is not involved in further models. The 
same happen with agreeableness (β = -.209, p < .001) and 
conscientiousness (β = -.127, p = .024) when Dark Tetrad is 
included (ΔR2 = .156). Thus, the final model explains 30.2% 
of PMD with openness (β = -.151, p = .002), Machiavellian-
ism (β = .274, p < .001), psychopathy (β = .175, p = .002), 
and sadism (β = .167, p = .004) as predictors. 
 
Table 2 
Hierarchical regression with PMD as criterion 

 R2 ΔR2 p 

Step 1 .022  .005 
Step 2 .151 .139 <.001 
Step 3 .302 .156 <.001 

Coefficients step 1 β p  

Gendera -.154 .002  
Job experience -.063 .209  

Coefficients step 2 β p  

Gendera -.091 .061  
Job experience -.059 .219  
Neuroticism .023 .670  
Extraversion .091 .091  
Openness -.211 <.001  
Agreeableness -.209 <.001  
Conscientiousness  -.127 .024  
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Coefficients step 3 β p  

Gendera -.007 .873  
Job experience .030 .511  
Neuroticism .013 .786  
Extraversion .011 .828  
Openness -.151 .002  
Agreeableness -.086 .083  
Conscientiousness  -.029 .575  
Machiavellianism .274 <.001  
Narcissism -.012 .831  
Psychopathy .175 .002  
Sadism .167 .004  
Note. aCoding: Male = 0, Female = 1; PMD = propensity to moral disen-
gagement. 

Predictive models of non-ethics outcomes 
 
Firstly, we computed models using PMD as the only 

predictor. The third step, concerning the potential 
moderation between the variable gender and PDM, was not 
significant in any case. Results, displayed in Table 3, show 
that PMD contributes to explain 2.4% variance of task 
performance (β = -.131), 1.6% of adaptive performance (β = 
-.106), and 3.5% of work engagement (β = -.190). 
 
 

 

Table 3 
Hierarchical regression with PMD as predictor 

 Task performance Adaptive performance Work engagement 

 R2 ΔR2 p R2 ΔR2 p R2 ΔR2 p 

Step 1 .007  .225 .005  .369 .018  .026 
Step 2 .024 .017 .009 .016 .011 .046 .053 .035 <.001 
Step 3 .028 .004 .207 .018 .002 .447 .056 .003 .352 

Coefficients step 1 β p  β p  β p  

Gendera .060 .230  .021 .688  .079 .112  
Job experience .065 .193  .072 .169  .113 .023  

Coefficients step 2 β p  β p  β p  

Gendera .040 .428  .002 .975  .050 .316  
Job experience .058 .242  .063 .226  .103 .036  
PMD -.131 .009  -.106 .046  -.190 <.001  

Coefficients step 3 β p  β p  β p  

Gendera -.097 .416  -.088 .496  -.050 .672  
Job experience .056 .261  .062 .234  .101 .039  
PMD -.062 .398  -.060 .448  -.140 .054  
PMD x Gendera -.174 .207  -.114 .447  -.126 .352  
Note.. aCoding: Male = 0, Female = 1. PMD = propensity to moral disengagement. 
 

Secondly, we computed analyses with Big Five and Dark 
Tetrad, considering PMD in the last step, which are dis-
played in Table 4. As in the previous predictive models, the 
incorporation of the potential moderation between the vari-
able gender and PDM (step 5), was not significant in any 
case. Thus, task performance and work engagement has Big 

Five, Dark Tetrad, and PMD as predictors. On the other 
hand, adaptive performance only has Big Five as predictors. 
Given that the focus of the present article is on PMD, we 
are going to discuss only models of task performance and 
work engagement. 

 
Table 4 
Hierarchical regression with personality and PMD as predictors 

 Task performance Adaptive performance Work engagement 

 R2 ΔR2 p R2 ΔR2 p R2 ΔR2 p 

Step 1 .008  .190 .005  .415 .019  .023 
Step 2 .222 .214 <.001 .203 .198 <.001 .180 .161 <.001 
Step 3 .256 .034 .002 .221 .018 .084 .209 .029 .008 
Step 4 .264 .008 .045 .221 <.001 .792 .220 .011 .019 
Step 5 .265 .001 .506 .224 .003 .253 .223 .003 .273 

Coefficients step 1 β p  β p  β p  

Gendera .070 .167  .018 .725  .085 .091  
Job experience .064 .207  .068 .194  .112 .025  

Coefficients step 2 β p  β p  β p  

Gendera .024 .604  -.026 .596  .053 .268  
Job experience -.006 .891  .050 .304  .094 .048  
Neuroticism .060 .245  -.076 .167  -.065 .226  
Extraversion .096 .065  .076 .165  .109 .042  
Openness .045 .361  .282 <.001  .207 <.001  
Agreeableness -.030 .543  .109 .039  .068 .185  
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 Task performance Adaptive performance Work engagement 

 R2 ΔR2 p R2 ΔR2 p R2 ΔR2 p 

Conscientiousness  .437 <.001  .124 .033  .156 .005  

Coefficients step 3 β p  β p  β p  

Gendera .043 .370  -.011 .835  .077 .122  
Job experience .011 .822  .064 .203  .112 .022  
Neuroticism .072 .158  -.070 .202  -.052 .327  
Extraversion .050 .369  .035 .552  .044 .438  
Openness .044 .380  .286 <.001  .190 <.001  
Agreeableness -.006 .910  .139 .011  .094 .076  
Conscientiousness  .431 <.001  .134 .024  .149 .008  
Machiavellianism .122 .015  .105 .046  .020 .695  
Narcissism .123 .036  .080 .187  .192 .002  
Psychopathy -.138 .021  -.020 .750  -.127 .040  
Sadism .028 .639  -.009 .882  .037 .553  

Coefficients step 4 β p  β p  β p  

Gendera .043 .377  -.011 .825  .076 .124  
Job experience .014 .770  .064 .204  .116 .017  
Neuroticism .074 .148  -.070 .204  -.050 .340  
Extraversion .051 .356  .035 .549  .046 .420  
Openness .027 .583  .284 <.001  .170 .001  
Agreeableness -.015 .772  .138 .012  .083 .117  
Conscientiousness  .428 <.001  .133 .025  .146 .010  
Machiavellianism .151 .004  .109 .046  .056 .298  
Narcissism .122 .037  .080 .188  .191 .002  
Psychopathy -.119 .048  -.018 .781  -.104 .093  
Sadism .046 .446  -.007 .911  .058 .349  
PMD -.107 .045  -.015 .792  -.129 .019  

Coefficients step 5 β p  β p  β p  

Gendera -.022 .838  -.136 .260  -.033 .765  
Job experience .014 .765  .065 .197  .116 .017  
Neuroticism .074 .147  -.072 .191  -.050 .344  
Extraversion .054 .332  .04 .499  .050 .376  
Openness .030 .547  .289. < .001  .175 .001  
Agreeableness -.013 .800  .141 .010  .087 .104  
Conscientiousness  .424 < .001  .124 .038  .139 .014  
Machiavellianism .154 .003  .115 .035  .060 .263  
Narcissism .118 .045  .071 .249  .184 .002  
Psychopathy -.116 .054  -.011 .863  -.100 .107  
Sadism .049 .421  -.005 .938  .063 .314  
PMD -.076 .284  .045 .550  -.077 .294  
PMD x Gendera -.083 .506  -.160 .253  -.140 .273  
Note. aCoding: Male = 0, Female = 1. PMD = propensity to moral disengagement. 
 

Predictive model of task performance explains 26.4% of 
variance with conscientiousness (β = 0.428, p < .001), Mach-
iavellianism (β = 0.151, p = .004), narcissism (β = 0.122, p = 
.037), psychopathy (β = -0.119, p = .048), and PMD (β = -
0.107, p = .045) as predictors. The incorporation of PMD 
improves the predictive model by 0.8%. 

Predictive model of work engagement explains 22.0% of 
variance with job tenure (β = 0.116, p = .017), openness (β = 
0.17, p = .001), conscientiousness (β = 0.146, p = .010), nar-
cissism (β = 0.191, p = .002), and PMD (β = -0.129, p = 
.019). Moral disengagement improves the predictive model 
by 1.1%. 
 

Discussion 
 

Research on PMD have growing in the last years but still 
have caveats: its relationship with Big Five and dark person-

ality traits needs further exploration and its role as predictor 
with non-ethics outcomes remains unclear. Our data suggest 
that both Big Five and Dark Tetrad should be considered in 
the study of PMD, and that people with tendency to justify 
unethical behaviors has lower task performance and work 
engagement, even when personality is considered. Now we 
are going to examine thoroughly these findings. 

We beginning with the conceptualization of PMD. Pre-
vious literature uses the term “moral disengagement” to talk 
about the state and the trait constructs of the same phenom-
enon (Schaefer & Bouwmeester, 2021). As a consequence, 
seems necessary to clarify the nomological network of both 
constructs. Our study contributes in that sense focusing on 
moral disengagement as a trait (PMD), showing that PMD is 
related with: (1) being a man, although the existence of dif-
ferences has no impact in the non-ethical outcomes analyzed 
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in the present study; (2) with all Big Five traits excepting ex-
traversion, which can be due to lack of reliability of the sub-
scale; (3) and with Dark Triad. As a novelty, our study shows 
that sadism, the last component of the Dark Tetrad, is also 
related with PMD. Even more, the predictive models of 
PMD shows a considerable increase in explained variance 
over Big Five when Dark Tetrad is included (from 15.9% to 
29.8%), with three dark traits as its predictors (Machiavelli-
anism, psychopathy and sadism), and only one Big Five trait, 
openness. It is really interesting that agreeableness, which ac-
cording to prior research seems to be the main personality 
trait in the prediction of PMD, loses its prominent role when 
dark traits are included. This can be due to the high associa-
tion showed by extraversion and dark traits, which has even 
led to a debate as to whether they are opposite poles of the 
same construct (Moshagen et al., 2020). Further research 
may explore this explanation and others, like the possibility 
of a moderator effect between agreeableness and any of the 
components of the Dark Tetrad. 

Continuing with predictive models, PMD demonstrate 
its role as predictor of non-ethics outcomes. However, the 
incremental effect of PMD is mall (between 1.1% and 3.5% 
with PMD as only predictor). When personality is included, 
only accounts for additional variance in task performance 
and work engagement. Results regarding task performance 
provides additional support about the idea that people with a 
predisposition to moral disengagement exhibit poorer in-role 
performance. Nevertheless, the increase in the explained var-
iable is lower than 1%. As a consequence, we recommend 
practitioners interested in task performance (e.g., for per-
sonnel selection or promotion) to focus only in personality 
traits. Results on adaptive performance draw similar conclu-
sions, because seems like people with high scores in PMD 
tend to displays less adaptive behaviors, they are still capable 
to adapt to changes in their work. 

Our data also shows that PMD is associated with lesser 
scores in work engagement. However, as in task perfor-
mance, its incremental value over personality is low (0.08%). 
Therefore, following the sake of parsimony we recommend 
practitioners to focus only in personality. 

 

Limitations and future research 
 

The present study has some limitations that should be 
acknowledged. The cross-sectional design implies that we 
cannot be ascertain about the causal relationships between 
variables. However, as the research about moral disengage-
ment in the work context and its influence on organizational 

results are still in its infancy, we believe that our study is use-
ful to guide further research. Additionally, the use of self-
reports in job performance should be considered a limitation 
also, because tend to be more favourable than supervisor’ 
ratings or objective data (Ramos-Villagrasa et al., 2019). 
Thus, further research may improve current research using 
methods different than self-reports. Continuing with limita-
tions, as we mentioned in results, the observed reliability of 
extraversion is quite low. In consequence, results regarding 
this variable should be considered with caution. We recom-
mend that extraversion continue to be included in future 
studies to verify its role in the prediction of criteria. 

Besides the aforementioned, we believe that further re-
search should investigate if PMD explains additional vari-
ance of the ethics-based dimensions of job performance (i.e., 
contextual performance and counterproductive behaviors at 
work) after controlling the effect of Big Five and Dark Tet-
rad at the same time. Another interesting issue is the role of 
organizational justice, which can mediate the relationship be-
tween PMD and job performance and work engagement. Fi-
nally, our study also has found that workers in the agricultur-
al, livestock, forestry and fishing sector workers has higher 
scores in PMD than other sectors. Researchers may be inter-
ested in delving deeper into its relationship in the future to 
explain this finding and its implications for vocational be-
havior. 
 

Conclusion 
 
According with the findings of the present study, Big Five 
and Dark Tetrad should be considered together as anteced-
ents of moral disengagement as a trait. Another relevant con-
tribution is that individuals who rationalizes that their behav-
ior is exempt from ethical standards tend to show low scores 
in their in-role performance and in work engagement. Given 
that personality traits explain considerably more variance 
that PMD of non-ethics outcomes, this is a relevant contri-
bution to build the nomological network of PMD, but prob-
ably with a small impact on the workplace. 
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