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Does power corrupt a moral identity, or does it enable a moral identity to emerge? Drawing {rom the
power literature, we propose that the psvchological experience of power, altbough often associaled with
promoting self<interest, is associated with greater self-interest only in the presence of a weak moral
identity. Furthermore, we propose that the psychological experience of power is asscciated with less
self-interest in the preseace of a strong moral identity. Across a field survey of working adults and in a
lab experiment. individuals with a strong moral identity were less likely o act in self«interest. yet
individeals with a weak morsal identity were more likely to act in self-interest, when subjectively
caperencing power. Finally, we predict and demonstrate an explanatory mechanism behind this effect:
The psychological experience of power enhances moral awareness among those with a strong morat
identity, yet decreases the moral awareness among those with a weak moral identity, In tum, individoals”
moral awareness affects how they behave in relation to their self-Interest.
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The questions of when and why peaple will advance their own
interests at the expense of the common good are evident across
wide range of organizational behavior research, including but not
limited to rescarch on moral behavior, prosocial behavior, and
organizational deviance (Aquino, Lewis. & Bradfield. 1999,
Aguino & Reed, 2002; Grant & Mayer, 2009; Grant & Wrzesni-
ewski, 2010; Reed & Aquino, 2003; Reynolds & Ceranic, 2007).
Although it could be that in some situations. the interests of the self
and the common good are aligned or even unreiated (De Dren &
Nouta, 2009; Grant & Berg. 2010), our interest is in situations
where self-interest and the common good are diametdically op-
posed (Aquine, Freeman, Reed, Lim, & Felps, 2009; Kohlberg,
1969; Meglino & Korsgaard, 2006; Schwartz, 1992, 1994;
Schwartz & Boehnke, 2004). Therefore. we define self-interested
behavior as actions that benefit the self and come al 1 cost (o the
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commaon good (Batson, 1998; Meglino & Korsgaard. 2004;
Schwartz & Bardi. 2001).

Power presents organizations with a paradox related 1o sell-
interested behavior. On the one hand. there is a widespread belief
and evidence that power corrupts. and people in positions of power
can have a substantial negative impact on the common good by
acting solely in their own self-interest (Fiske, 1993: Galinsky.
Gruenfeld, & Magee, 2003; Galinsky, Magee, Inesi, & Gruenfeid,
2006 Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003: Kipnis, 1972, 1976;
Lammers & Stapel, 2011). Indeed. power differences are ubiqui-
wus in organizations (Brass & Burkhardt, 1993: Magee & Galin-
sky, 2008}, and power can lead people to place greater impostance
on their own interests and subordinate those of others (Anderson &
Galinsky, 2006, Kopelman, 2009; see Keltner et al., 2003. for a
review). Yet, power can increase perspective taking (Hall, Couats,
& LeBeau, 2005; Hall, Murphy, & Schmid Mast. 2006) and
interpersonal sensitivity (Hail. Andrzejewski, & Yopehick, 2000;
Schmid Mast, Jonas, & Hall, 2009, suggesting that power might
increase the emphasis placed on others’ needs as opposed 10 one’s
own interesls.

In parallel to this research on power, it has been arguad that
sell-interested behavior is a function of individuals” moral identity.
Moral identity is the extent to which an individual holds moratity
as part of his or her self-concept (Aquino & Reed, 2002). and it has
been shown to influence the degree to which people emphasize
their own versus others’ needs (Aguino et al., 2009; Reed &
Aquino, 2003; Reynolds & Ceranic, 2007). Yel, despite research
showing how siluational factors shape individuals® self-interested
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behavior (Darley & Batson. 1973; Detert. Trevifio & Sweitzer,
2008; Mazar, Amir. & Ariely, 2008), research on moral identity
has yet to explicate how situational factors, such as power, shape
the effect that morai identity has on self-interested behavior
(Aguino et al., 2009: Shao, Aquino, & Freeman. 2008).

In this article, we propose that integrating theories related to
power and moral identity not enly will show for whom power
corrupts but also witl explain the situations in which moral identity
will be associated with more or less seif-interested behavior, In
parlicular, we theerize that power and moral identity will interact
to explain individuals® sell-interested behavior, In this article, we
further explain how this eifect occurs. theorizing that power will
make those with a high moral identity more Hkely to recognize the
moral implications of situations, yet make those with a low moral
identity less aware of morai implications, In turn, this difference in
moral awareness relates to how peaple prioritize their own versus
others’ interests and. ultimately. their engagement in self-
interested behavior (see Figure ).

Theory and Hypotheses

We expect sell-interested behavior to be a function of both
power and moral identity, Following Keliner et al. {2003). we
focus on the psychological experience of power {rather than on the
ohjective passession of power). Power in this case is a psychalog-
ical state asseciated with perceiving control. which generates cer-
tain action tendencies and affective and cognitive changes (Galin-
sky et al.,, 2003, 2006: Keltner et al., 20033 This psychological
experience and feeling of power could come from a variety of
origins, including but not limited to having actual control over
another’s resources (Galinsky et al.. 2003}, being empowered with
greater autonomy and discretion (Spreitzer. 1995}, or being
granied 4 higher status than others in a given situation (Anderson
& Berdall, 2002).

Given research demonstrating seemingly incompatible findings
about how power influences individuals® weatment of others
(Fiske, 1993: Galinsky et al.. 2003, 2006: Hall e al.. 2005, 2006,
2009; Schmid Mast et al.. 2009), scholars have suggested that
power might not directly impact behavior but might rather activate
individizals’ underlying traits or attributes (Chen, Lee-Chai, &
Bargh, 2001: Galinsky et al., 2003: Gverbeck & Park. 2001).
Consistent with this logic. we theorize that power interacts with an
individual’s moral identity to determine whether individuals en-
cage in behavior that is more or less self-interested (Aquino &
Reed, 2002; Aquing, Reed. Thaw, & Freeman. 2007, Reed &
Agquino. 2003; Reynolds & Ceranic, 2007).

Moral
Tdentisy

Mot Self-interested

Power . o Avareness Behavior

Fignre 1. Mediated moderation model of power and moral identity on
self-inferesied behavior,

We expect this interaction between power and mora] identity to
manifest itself because individuals™ traits can increase the acces-
sibility of cognitive concepts and then influence how peopie in-
terpret information (Bargh, Bond, Lombardi, & Tota, 1986: Bargh
& Thein, §985: Fiske & Taylor. [991; McCrae & Costa. 1995),
especially in siruations where an individual perceives him- or
herself to be autonemous or powerfil (Chen et al., 2001; Galinsky
et al., 2003}, Based on this research. it follows that people with
bigh moral identities will have more readily available moral con-
cepts in their accessible mental structures and that when experi-
encing feelings of power. they will be more aware of the moral
implications of a shwaton relative o those with a lower moral
identity. Reynoids (2006) referved to this recognition by an indi-
vidual of a situation’s moral content as “moral awareness.” I
portantly. aithough there is limited empirical research on moral
awareness, most theories of moral decision making imply that
some level of conscious understanding of the moral implications is
fundamental o fostering ethical decision making (e.g.. Butierfield,
Trevifio, & Weaver, 2000; Jones, 1991: Rest. 1986:Reynolds,
2006, 2008:; Tenbrunse! & Smith-Crowe, 2008 Trevitio, 1986).

individuals with higher woral identities are likely to have
greater moral awareness (Reynolds, 2006), which we argue should
lead them to engage in even less self-interested behavior whea
feeling powerful because they are likely to be espeeially aware of
the moral implications of their actions. Conversely, feeling pow-
erful, vet having a lower moral awareness tassociated with a lower
moral identity), likely results in individuals not seeing any problem
with benefiting themselves at the expense of others. Thus. we
theorize that the power—moral identity interaction will affect be-
havior by increasing or decreasing an individual’s moral aware-
ness of a given situation.

Hypothesis 1: Moral identity and power will interact 1o in-
fluence self-interested behavior. such that the relationship
between power and self-interested behavior will be negative
when moral identity is high and positive when maoral identity
is low.

Hypothesis 2; The interactive effeet described in Hypothesis
I will be medizted by individuals’ moral awareness of the

situation.
Study 1
Method
Participants. Parlicipants were 173 working adults who were

paid as part of a U.S.-based survey response panct, run by Qual-
trics.cont, an online survey, software, and market research com-
pany. We recruited a random sample of working adults. The
sample was 57.9% male. and participants were 41.45 years old on
average (SD 10148). The sample was 79.9% White. 11.8%
Black. 5.6% Hispanic. 2.0% Asian, and 0.3% Native Americaa;
the remainder did not respond 10 questions regarding ethaicity.
Participants had on average 4.28 years of tenure in their current
organization {SD © 1.03). and theyworked in a wide range of
industries (e.g., retail. sales, consultants, civil service workers,
health care, purchasing).

Procedure. Individuals first participated in a survey consist-
ing of the measures described below. One week later, participams
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received a request © jom another study that included a short
survey and an experiment. Our response rate for the first phase was
21.5%. and approximatcly §6% of those pasticipants compleled the
second phase. Only those who completed both phases of the study
were included in the final analyses.

Measures and manipulation.

Power ineasure (Phase I).  Because our theory focused on the
psychological experience of power—a sense of power that should
be present across both trait power and state experiences of power
{Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; CGié er al.. in pressy—we fested our
first hypothesis using both trait power (Phase 1) and manipulations
of power (Phase 2}, We measured participants’ trail power using
an cight-item measure of assurance—dominance (Wiggins. Trap-
nell, & Phillips, 1988) on a scale of | (ner ar aif) 1o 7 (extremely).
This scale has been shown 1o refate 10 a sense of power and has
demoenstrated results consistent with manipulations of power {An-
derson & Berdahi, 2002). Reliability was calcolated at © .90,

Moral identity (Phase 1), We adminisiered the five-item
measure of Aguino and Reed's (2002) moral identity internaliza-
tion. which i3 the subscale measuring the degree 10 which a
person’s moral identity is core to his or her sense of self (Aquiro
& Reed. 2002; Aguino et al,, 2007: Detert et al., 2008;. Respon-
denls indicated their agreement with each item oa a scale of |
(strongly disagree) to 7 (srrongly agree). Reliability was calcu-
lated at 7.

Confrol variables (Phase 1),  We controlled for participant
gender and social desirability because they bave heen related Lo
moral behavior in past studies (OFallon & Buouerfield. 2005}, We
measured level of social desirability by having participants com-
plete the Marlowe-Crowne social desirabifity scale {Crowne &
Marlowe, 1960}

Power manipulation (conducted within Phase 2).  TFoliowing
Galiasky et al. (2003). we manipulated power by asking partici-
pants to write a narrative essay in which they were asked to recall
a particular incident in their lives where they had power. Partici-
pants in the control condition were instructed, “Please recall your
day yesterday—what happened, how you felt, c1e.” To ensure our
manipulation worked as intended. we [ollowed procedures from
Galinsky et al. and had a research assistant who was unfamiliar
with the study and bfind (o the manipulation code these essays with
a number value reflecting how niuch power the person had in the
situation described (from 1 very {ittie power 10 7 a lot of
power). Results of a one-way analysis of variance testing the
ditference between conditions indicated that the power manipuia-
tion worked as intended, with those in the high power condition
having significantly greater power (M 7 410, $D  2.54) in their
essays than did those in the controf condition (A 1.88, D
174y, F(L, 169y — 4471, p 000,

Self-interest. We focused on measuring two specific forms of
seif-inleresied behavior, To measure actual self-interested behav-
ior, we incorporated a dictator game in which we could observe
participanis’ direcl lrade-offs between self-interest and the inter-
ests of others. 1o addition, we wanted to examine selfvinterested
behavier that comes at the expense of the erganization (and not
just other individuals), This idea is consistent with many behaviors
that are reperted under the constrict of organizational deviance
{e.g.. Aquine et al., 1999; Bennett & Robinson, 2000: Cuilen &
Suckett, 2003: Robinson & Bennett, 19951, As such, we obtained

respondents’ self-reports of several erganizational deviance behav-
iors. We describe each of these measures below,

Dictator game behavior (Phase 2).  We adapied a dictator
game 10 measure participants’ seif-interested behavior {Forsythe,
Horowitz, Savin, & Sefton. 1994; Fowler & Kam. 2007). Partic-
ipants were instructed that they would be plaving a simple one-
round game in which their responses would be randomly paired
with those of another respondent and that their {inal performance
in the garne would depend upon their partaer’s responses, We told
participanis that we were holding a lottery for a $100 gift centifi-
cale for an online retailer and tha: the number of tickets that they
would receive for this lottery would depend upon their perlor-
mance in this exercise. Participants were then told that they had
beer assigned to a role in which they were allocated 10 poins;
their task was to decide how many of these points to keep for
themselves. and the remaining points would be transferred to their
parter. Participants were then asked how many points (if any)
they would like to keep (from G to 10). which represented our
operationalization of self-interested behavior. Participants kept an
average of 541 points (D 7 2.49. range © 0-10).

Organizational deviance (Phase 2).  We asked respondents
how frequently they had engaged in several behaviars over the past
week. from 1 (never) w0 5 (very oftens. We told participants that we
were interested in knowing more about what they did at work and
reminded them to please {ry to be as honest as possible. keeping in
mind that their responses were completely confidential and secure.
We used three organizational deviance items (Aquine et al.. 1999)
that focus specifically on the individual’s intentional avoidance of
work while still geting paid,} therefore demonstrating a focus op
the individual’s own interests despite exacting a cost 1o the orga-
aization. These three items were as follows: T intentionally lefl
work carly,” T took extra breaks (o avold work,” and 1 lied aboul
the number of hours that T worked,” Reliabilily was catculaled al
-8

Study 1 Resuits and Discussion

Deseriptive statistics and correlations are reported in Table i,
Hypothesis 1 predicted that the relationship between power and
self-interested behavior would be moderated by moral identity.
Regression analyses (reported in Table 2) revealed a significant
interaction between manipulated power and moral identity predict-
ing respondents’ actual self-interested behavior in the dictator
game, B T2, 4155) 200, p 0 .05, Results also revealed a
significant interaction between trait power and moral identity
predicting sell-interested, organizational deviance al work, B
T2, 1165y T U301, p © 0L We graphed these interactions
according to Aiken and West (2001) (o aid in interpretation {see
Figures 2 and 3, respectively). finding support {or our hypothesis,
For participants with a high moral identity, power was negatively
related w self-interested behavior, but for those with a fow moral

"Results of a survey from a separate. additional sample (N - 174)
showed that our selected three-itemn measure correlated at » & 95 (p
0001) with the full eight-item measure. In addition. results of a principal-
axis factor analysis with oblimin rotation showed that our selected iems
Joaded onte a single factor with the other originai seale jtems, Finally, aif
of our selected items loaded on this factor af or above .76 (range
7687}
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Varialle A SD 1 2 3 4 3 G
l. Gender (I 7 male) 0.57 0.50 —
2. Social desirability 338 1.82 Zil —
3. Power (manipulated) 0.31 .50 02 A2 —
4. Power (trait) 4.52 1.17 03 03 01 —
3, Morat identity 3.89 .06 22 n 00 02 -
6. Scil-interested work behavior 1.72 .86 206 237 02 03 CALE ——
7. Points kept in dictator game 341 249 .03 0% .33 09 BE a9t
Naoie. N . 160-173 due 1o missing daia.
+p 0L

identity there was a positive assaciation between power and self-
interested behavior. These resulis conlirm ihat moral identity mod-
erates the relationship between power and self-interested behavior
across both self-reported organizational deviance and actual be-
kavior in a controlled decision-making excrcise and acress both
trait and manipulated power. We now turn 10 a second study
designed to replicate these results and test the actual mechanism
behind this effect (Hypothesis 2).

Study 2

Method

Participants and procedure.  Participants were 102 under-
graduate students (37% male) ot a large North American university
who completed this study as paid subject pool participants in

would have to decide how many points (hetween ¢ and 10) that
they would take for themselves versus leave for others. All par-
ticipants learned that the number of points accwmulated deter-
mined how many lotiery points they received and that one partic-
ipant would receive a $100 gift certificate from a loilery drawing
weighted by the number of points each partcipant possesses.
Parficipants were instructed to be careful not to take too much,
because, as with [resh water or electricity. il there are no more
points in the common pool at the end of the game, then nobody,
including themselves, would receive a reward. Participants weie
then asked how many poims they wished to take (between O and
10) from the common pool.

Measures and manipulations.

Power (Phase 2 mmanipulation).  We manipulated power using
the same approach as in Study 1. Those in the high power condi-

exchange for 5. Average age of the participants was 20.32 years gon again reported having significantly greater power (M . 5.23.
(SD 1.37). The experiment consisted of two phases. {n the first S [.37) than those in the control condition (M 4.09. SD

phase, participants received a link to an oaline survey that included
a consent form, lhe moral identity measure, and demographic
questions. Phase 2 ocourred approximaiely one week fater. where
participants came into a computer lab and participated in the
experiment.

The exercise used in this study (Brewer & Kramer. 1986) had
individuals pariicipate in a task in which they had w0 decide how
much to take from a common resource. Participants were told that
they shared 2 pool of 500 points with other people and that they

Table 2
Study I Regression Results

1L.44), Ft1, 10 17.04,p 00L

Moral idenfity (Phase I). o the initial phase, we adminis-
tered the same [ive-item measure of moral identily (Againo &
Reed, 2002) as reporied in Study [. Reliability was calculated at

. .88,

Self-interested behavior (Phase 2).  Sclf-interested behavior
was assessed as the numher of points participants kept for them-
selves in the commons dilemma. Partcipants on average kept 6.41
points out of the possible 10 {range 7 1-10 points, SD 7 2.203.

Self-interested dictator game behavior Seif-interested work behavior

Variable Muodel Modet 2 Model 3 Mode! i Matlel 2 Model 3
Gender ~0.1340.40) T 0.4540.38) T 05 (0.38) ~0.62 (0.12) 2026 (010 T022¢0.11)
Social desirability 0.13(0.11) (.08¢0.11) 011011 0.1 .03y 0.10 (0.03)™ 0.09 (0.03y-
Powes” 0.49{0.37 481 (218 0.03 :0.04) 0.71 (6.23)y
Moral identity (MI} 0.83 (0.18)° 0.45 (0.26) 0.44 {005 " 009018
Power © MI .72 10.36) _ 0.12{0.04)
B () O1(158) 13T (156) 167 (135) 06~ (168) 3351166} 367 (165}
R? 01 J2T 02 067 27 03
Nowe. N . 100-i73 due to missing data. Unstandardized beta coefficients are reported along with standard errors in parentheses. Degrees of freedom are

in parentheses for R2
* Manipulated power for self-interested dictator game behavior models and trail power for self-interested work behavior models,
R At

p= 05 p T 0L
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Figure 2. Power and setf-interested dictator game behavior as moderated
by moral identity (Study 1). M1 moral ideatity,

Moral awareness (Phase 2). We measured participants’
moral awareness using Reynolds” (2006) validated three-item
scale, Participants were asked how strongly they agreed with
statements relerring to the game they had just played, from 1
(strongly disagree} 10 7 (strongly agree). Reliability was caleu-
lated at = = .70,

Study 2 Results and Discussion

Pescriptive statistics and correlations are reposted in Table 3.
Regression analyses (see Table 4) revealed a significant interaction
between power and moral identity predicting points kept in the
commons dilemma. & 137098y 217, p 05, in support
of Hypothesis 1. This iateraction was graphed according 1o Aiken
and Wesl (2001) to aid in interpretation (see Figure 43, which
demonstrated that the interaction was consistent with our hypoth-
esis. That is, high morad identity is associated with less self-
interested behavior but low moral identity is associated with
greater self-interested behavior under conditions of high power.

~—— Low ME

~ High M1

12
3

{3

n.....
i .
et

08 T

Self-Interested Behavior af Work

0.6
Low Power High Power

Fignre 3. Power and self-interested behavier at work as moderated by

moral identity (Study 1}. ME Z moral identicy.

Table 3
Studv 2 Descriptive Statissics and Correlation Matrix

Variable M 5D 1 2 3
1. Power {manipulated) 043 056 s
2. Moral identity 604 087 A7 —
3. Moral awareness 3.10 .18 A5 12 e
4, Self-interested commens 6,41 2.20 A5 01 29+

dilemima behavior

Note. N I 102
oo 0L

Hypothesis 2 predicted that moral awareness would mediate the
moderating effect presented and tested in Hypothesis 1. We tested
whetler the interaction was mediated through moral awareness by
following the Edwards and Lambert (2007) procedure. We found
that the relationship between power and moral awareness was
maderated by moral identity. B~ .03, 198} - 2.21.p .05, such
that # was positive when moral identity was high but negative
when moral identity was Jow. We graphed this interaction accord-
ing to Aiken and West (2001) 1o aid in interpreiation (see Figure
5). Examining this graph demonstrales a positive associagion be-
tween power and moral awareness {or those kigh on moral identity
but a pegative association those low on moral identity, in support
of this hypothesis.

We conducted subsequent analyses according 10 Edwards and
Lambert (2007) to test the significance of the conditional indirect
effect. Following these procedures, we fested the relationship
between the mediator of moral awareness and the dependent
variable of self-interest while contralling for the independent vari-
able of power. B~ 135, 8E 18,4100y :3.01.p 0l We
then used 1,000 bootstrap samples to locate the upper and fower
bounds of the sampling distributions of the indirect effect of power
and moral identity on self-interested behavior via moral awareness
(i.¢.. first-stage moderation; Edwards & Lambert, 2007). This
snalysis indicated that the moderated relationship between power
and self-interest by moral identity was significantly mediated by
moval awareness (8 7 739, 95%% CL[.79. 0 .32]. in support of
Hypothesis 2.

General Discussion

Across lwo studies, we found that power predicts sell-interested
behavior differently depending on moral identity. In our [irst study
of working adults. there was & negative association between trait
power and self-interested work behavior when individuals had a
high moral identity, yet a positive relationship between trait power
and self-interest when individuals had a low moral identity. In
addition, the relationship between a randomly assigned power
manipulation and aciual self-interested behavior in a decision-
making exercise was negative when individuals were high on
moral identity but positive when individuals were low on moral
identity. These findings help explain when power will decrease or
increase the likelihood of setf-interested behavior, demonstrating
that moral identity is a cruciat influence on this relaljonship. In
addition. this study demonstrated that these effects were not Hm-
ited to either trait or manipulations of power but were more general
to the psychological experience of power, In our second study, the
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Table 4
Study 2 Regression Results

Seif-interested commons dilemma behavior®

Moral awareness (mediator)

Variable Model 1 Madel 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2
Power {manipulated) 7.33(3.39) 5.49 (3.39) T0.03¢0.2%) 388 (1.79)
Moral identity {MI) 0.04 (0.30) 8.13¢0.31) 065013+ 46 (0.1er"
Moral awareness 045¢0.21y
Power © Mi CLIT 05 035 (08T T .86 (0.5%) 0,63 (0.28)"
R (dfy 0708 097 ¢100) A1 97 207 99 237(98)
R .04 200 03

Note. N
* Dependent variable i points kept for onesell in the commons dilemna,
p = 05 n — 01

relationship between power and self-interested behavior in a com-
mons difernma was different depending on peeple’s moral identity,
and this interactive effect was medigted by participants” maoral
awareness. This second study goes beyond replication and helps
explain why power and its interaction with morat identity affect
self-interested behavior. That is, power is associated with different
levels of moral awareness depending on one’s moral identity.
Our research helps w explain the paradox presented by prior
work regarding the corruplive effects of power. By integrating the
power literature with that on moral identity and cstablishing the
mechanism of moral awateness, we demonstzate 1hat power can
reduce self-interested behavior due o its strengthening of the
relationship between moral identity and moral awarencss. Al-
though the power literature has demonstrated some evidence 1hat
power can reduce sell-interested behavior (Chen et al.. 2001:
Galinsky et al., 2003: Overbeek & Park, 2001, the majority of the
power literature still emphasizes the corruptive side of power (for
a review, see Keltner et al., 2003). Our work extends this research
by presenting an explanation for this paradox. That is, power both
corrupts people and enables people to benefit the common good by
corrupting those with a low moral identity and enabling those with
a high moral identity. Given the strong rescarch evidence in
support of moral wdemity influencing self-inferested behavior
(Aquino et al., 2007, 2009: Aquino & Reed, 2002; Reed & Aqguino.
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Fignre 4, Power and self-inrerested bebavior in a commons dilemma
moderated by moral identity (Study 2). M! T moral idestisy.

[02. Unsiandardized beta coefficients are reporied along with standard errors in parentheses. Degrees of freedom are in parentheses for B2,

2003: Reynolds & Ceranic, 2007}, we belicve it is especially
important o demonsirale thar those with sirong moral self-
concepts. when given power. will increasingly behave in ways that
benefit the common good versus their own interests.

The research reported here extends what is currently known
about moral identity. The impact of moral identity on self-
interested behavior is well researched. but litde work has explored
when and why moral identity has such a stong role in seif-
interested behavior. We establish that power offers one explana-
tion for how moral identity may work. In particular. we theorize
that power can both reduce and increase self-interested behavior,
and this effect emerges from how moral identity and power shape
individuals” processing of morally refevant situational information.
Importantly, although moral identity is an individual difference
variable, our findings ge bevond implying that bad people do bad
things when they feel powerful or that geod people do goed things
when they feel powerful. In fact, individuals with a lower morai
identity could be very “good” people in terms of their behavior,
We show that individuals with a jower moral identity. when
feeling powerful, are likely to be more self-interested refative to
thase with higher moral identities, and that this self-interested
behavior is a result of those with a lower moral ideatity being less
aware of the moral implications of their behavior, not necessarily
because they are bad people.
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One area that we belicve will be particularly interesting and
important at the intersection of moral identity and power would be
for researchers to examine the interactive influence of powerless-
ness and moral identity. Here, our theoretical focus is on the
inflaence of powerfulness and moral identity, and so we manipu-
lated a neutral control condition rather than low power or power-
fessness in our experiments, Tt could prove interesting to develop
and test theory related to how a perceived lack of power might
interact with moral identity and whether these effects would be
similar or dissimtlar to the resuits scen bere on sefl-interested
behavior.

Our research has important practical implications. As organiza-
tions look to promote people 1o more powerlul positions or em-
power people with greater discretion, our research suggests, un-
derstanding how central moerality is to the person’s self-concept
will be a critical consideration for predicting whether that person
will engage in self-serving behavior. For employees who are
already in positions of power or wha exhibit strong trait power, i
is importlant thal organizations work 10 develop their moral iden-
tity.

Gur study is not withoul limitations. Our measure of seif-
interested work behavior was a three-item self-report measure of
individuals® deviant work behavior, which admittedly might differ
conceplually from a mere general measure of seif-interest. For
example, deviance may indicate self-interest at the expense of the
organization and thus be driven by erganizational attitudes and not
self-concern. Qur experimental study improved upon this opera-
tionalization of self-interested behavior by allowing a closer op-
erationalization of the construct to its definition. Yet, it is note-
worthy that the patiern of effects for this measure was consistent
with measures of actual behavior and with other operationaliza-
tions of self-interest. thus reducing the likelihood that these resalis
are explained by cither conceptual differences or same-source bias.
Future research will benefit from evaluating this model with other
measuses of self-ineresied work behavior. as well as interpersonal
deviance and organizational deviance measures 1o help examine
these possible differences. In addition, our focus has been on the
psvchelogical experience on power, but it would be both fruitful
and important to test this model using alternative coneceptualiza-
tions of power, That is. in organizations, it might be panticuiarly
relevant to test this model among those who possess different
amounts of power.

Our study has several noteworthy strengths. Our independent
and dependent variables were measured at different points in lime
or experimentally manipulated, and we used both survey data and
experimental data, establishing generalizability, causality, and test-
ing of our explanatory mechanism. We also observed the same
effects using both trait and manipulated power as opposed to being
specific o a state- or trait-based conceptualization. In sum. our
research demonstrates how power and meoral identity interact to
explain individuals’ moral awareness and self-interested behavior.
Our hope is that this study motivates other scholars to continue
examining the intersection of power and morality at work.
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