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Shining Light on the Darkness: Organizational Ethical Context as Trait (De)Activator and 

Employees’ Dark Personality and Ethical Decision Making 

  

Extended Abstract (750 words excluding references and figures/tables in appendix) 

“The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.” – John 1:5 

“Don’t fight darkness – bring the light, and darkness will disappear.” – Maharishi Mahesh Yogi 

 Employee ethical decision making (EDM) is an important consideration in the 

management of organizations (Rest, 1986; Jones, 1991; Treviño, 1986; Treviño & Weaver, 

2006). EDM models generally emphasize that both organizational ethical context (OEC) and 

individual characteristics influence reasoning and behavior (Ferrell & Gresham, 1985; Ferrell et 

al., 2007; Hunt & Vitell, 2006; Jones, 1991; Treviño, 1986; Treviño et al., 2006; Treviño & 

Youngblood, 1990). These frameworks also incorporate parts of Rest’s (1986) four-step process, 

including ethical issue recognition, ethical judgment, ethical intention, and ethical behavior. 

 However, little is known about EDM in situations involving workplace incivility directed 

at coworkers. EDM is perhaps influenced by negative individual characteristics associated with 

social malevolence, including dark personality traits. The Dark Tetrad represents a constellation 

of these dark personality traits and includes narcissism (exhibit “grandiosity, entitlement, 

dominance, and superiority”), Machiavellianism (“use manipulative tactics to get their way, lie 

frequently, and take revenge against others”), psychopathy (“lack social regulatory mechanisms, 

tend to be impulsive, and lack guilt or remorse”), and sadism (“seek out opportunities to watch 

others’ pain or hurt others in some way”) (Thibault & Kelloway, 2020, pp. 406-407). These traits 

are related to covariates of ethical reasoning, as well as steps of EDM (Bass et al., 1999; Cohen 

et al., 2014; Stevens et al., 2012; Valentine & Fleishman, 2018; Valentine et al., 2018).    

Drawing primarily from trait activation theory (TAT), this study investigates the degree 

to which OEC (ethical leadership, ethical climate, corporate ethical values, corporate social 
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responsibility), a dark personality (narcissism, Machiavellianism, psychopathy, sadism), and 

EDM (perceived importance of an ethical issue, recognition of an ethical issue, ethical judgment, 

ethical intention) associated with work incivility are interrelated (see Figure 1). TAT suggests 

that an ethical context deactivates dark personality traits and activates EDM by providing 

important situational cues about appropriate workplace behavior (Tett & Burnett, 2003; Tett et 

al., 2021). We contend that an OEC discourages a dark personality, which harms EDM 

associated with the mistreatment of others at work. Past research also indicates that OEC, 

comprised of ethical values and responsible practices, has the capacity to mitigate the tendency 

of employees to exhibit attitudes/behaviors consistent with dark personality traits and encourage 

them to reason and behave more ethically in situations involving workplace incivility (Harvey et 

al., 2009; Martinko et al., 2002; Samnani & Singh, 2016).  

Data were collected using Qualtrics and two data collection rounds, which were separated 

by two weeks. In Time 1 (T1) of our data collection, a random sample of 1,747 panelists were 

invited to participate via phone text which directed them to a Qualtrics online survey. In order to 

reach a wide range of working adult respondents, screening criteria only required respondents to 

be 18 or older and working full-time. A total of 316 panelists were removed because they did not 

meet screening criteria, resulting in an effective pool of 1,431 panelists. The data collection 

provided serviceable responses from 400 panelists (28%) meeting our participation criteria who 

then completed the T1 survey. Those panelists completing T1 surveys were invited via phone 

text to complete a second survey in Time 2 (T2) two weeks later, which resulted in a 53% 

response (or 210 observations out of 400) for those who were eligible at both T1 and T2. Sample 

members are varied in age, gender, education, work experience, and are mostly employed full-

time in organizations of varying sizes that operate in different industries. Various OEC and dark 
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personality measures were included on the T1 questionnaire (Hunt et al, 1989; Valentine & 

Fleishman, 2008; Valentine et al., 2014). A slightly modified version of a scenario highlighting 

workplace incivility/bullying (Valentine & Fleishman, 2018; Valentine et al., 2018) and various 

measures of EDM (Bass et al., 1999; Barnett & Valentine, 2004; Reidenbach & Robin, 1990; 

Robin et al., 1996) were included on the T2 questionnaire.  

The findings provided support for the proposed relationships (see Appendix). While 

controlling for social desirability (Randall & Fernandes, 1991), stronger perceived OEC was 

associated with a weakened dark personality, while a strengthened dark personality was 

associated with decreased EDM. A direct relationship between perceived OEC and EDM was not 

identified, indicating that perceived OEC enhances EDM by reducing the expression of a dark 

personality. Companies should develop ethical values and practices that provide the conditions 

necessary to discourage dark personality traits and motivate EDM related to workplace incivility.  
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Fig. 1 Conceptual framework (H=hypothesis).  
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Fig. 2 Revised confirmatory factor analysis; ***p<.001, **p<.01; N=210; T1=Time Period 1, T2=Time 

Period 2; standardized parameter estimates and correlations presented in parentheses; parameter 

estimates associated with the error variances were positive and significant (p<.01). 
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Table 1 Model fit statistics 

Model           2       df         p 2/df GFI    NFI  IFI CFI  RMSEA 

 

Confirmatory factor analysis 

Revised confirmatory factor analysis 

Single-factor model  

 

141.68 

105.14 

369.69 

 

51 

41 

44 

 

.000 

.000 

.000 

 

2.78 

2.56 

8.40 

 

.91 

.92 

.74 

 

.82 

.86 

.51 

 

.88 

.91 

.54 

 

.88 

.91 

.53 

 

.09 

.09 

.19 

Full mediation structural model 

Partial mediation structural model 

107.32 

107.24 

50 

49 

.000 

.000 

2.15 

2.19 

.92 

.92 

.86 

.86 

.92 

.92 

.92 

.92 

.07 

.08 

   

N=210; default models reported; 2/df=relative chi-square, GFI=goodness of fit index, NFI=normed fit 

index, IFI=incremental fit index, CFI=comparative fit index, RMSEA=root mean square error of 

approximation. 
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TABLE 2 Variable descriptive statistics and correlations   

Variable   M SD 1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10  11 

                         

1. Ethical leadership (T1)  3.79 .93  --                     

2. Ethical climate (T1)  5.34 1.38 .56  ***  --                   

3. Corporate ethical values (T1) 3.85 .92 .58  *** .58 ***  --                 

4. Corporate social responsibility (T1) 4.90 1.26 .51  *** .49 *** .48 ***  --               

5. Machiavellianism (T1) 2.78 1.00 -.34  *** -.25 *** -.44 *** -.27 ***  --             

6. Psychopathy (T1) 1.48 .52 -.16  * -.14 * -.23 *** -.32 *** .32 ***  --           

7. Sadism (T1) 1.23 .47 -.21  ** -.22 ** -.33 *** -.32 *** .33 *** .57 ***  --         

8. Perceived importance of ethical issue (T2) 5.40 1.38 .04   .10  .09  .07  -.18 ** -.14 * -.10   --       

9. Recognition of ethical issues (T2) 5.09 1.55 -.01 
 

.03 
 

.01 
 

-.00 
 

-.03 
 

.04 
 

-.01 
 

.53 ***  -- 
  

  

10. Ethical judgment (T2) 

11. Ethical intention (T2) 

12. Social desirability (T2) 

5.91 

5.83 

.66 
 

1.28 

1.56 

.22 
 

.00 

-.08 

.27 
 

  

 

 *** 
 

.09 

.07 

.22 
 
** 

.14 

.06 

.26 
 

* 

 

*** 

-.01 

.00 

.23 
 

 

 

*** 
 

-.18 

-.13 

-.24 
 

* 

 

*** 
 

-.13 

-.10 

-.24 
 

 

 

*** 
 

-.20 

-.17 

-.23 
 

** 

* 

*** 
 

.43 

.30 

-.02 
 

*** 

*** 

 
 

.44 

.31 

-.09 
 

*** 

*** 

 
 

 -- 

.65 

-.03 
 

 

*** 

 

-- 

-.04 

                                                 

***p<.001, **p<.01, * p<.05, N=210; T1=Time Period 1, T2=Time Period 2.  
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Fig. 3 Mediation analysis; ***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05; N=210; T1=Time Period 1, T2=Time 

Period 2; standardized parameter estimates presented in parentheses; parameter estimates 

associated with observed composite scores were positive and significant (p<.001); parameter 

estimates associated with the error variances were positive and significant (p<.01). 


