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Abstract 

 Past research has found many variables that could lead to moral disengagement by 

the person involved, and thus lead to unethical decision making and behavior.  To build 

on this research this study investigates another aspect.  I argue that psychological 

entitlement (i.e., the belief that you deserve more simply because of who you are) is an 

antecedent of moral disengagement.  Past research on entitlement has found it to be 

related to unethical behavior and unethical decision making in the workplace as well as in 

individuals’ personal lives.  However, this research has not investigated the processes 

through which entitlement leads to unethical behavior.  Drawing on a sample of 699 

adults, I will investigate the hypothesis that moral disengagement mediates the 

relationship between psychological entitlement and unethical decision making.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 Over the past four decades, academics and practitioners have continued to 

emphasize the importance of understanding the factors that lead someone to engage in 

unethical behavior so as to foster and promote individual and organizational success in 

the workplace.  Given the seemingly constant news of corporate scandals involving 

unethical decisions and behavior it is imperative to understand why someone would 

engage in unethical behavior despite the myriad consequences of such behavior (e.g., 

Enron, Wells Fargo, Houston Astros). One variable that has received considerable 

attention in the behavioral ethics literature as a reason why someone would engage in 

unethical behavior is moral disengagement. 

 Moral disengagement is defined as the process by which an individual uses 

cognitive mechanisms to allow them to engage in unethical decision making or unethical 

behavior (Bandura, 1986). Researchers suggest that humans have a self-regulatory 

process in which individuals weigh their moral standards against their environment and 

circumstances with the ability to behave outside of their moral standards through self-

influence and the suppression of self-sanctions that would inhibit typically unethical 

actions (Bandura, 2002).   However, this system only prevents an individual from 

engaging in unethical actions when their self-regulatory system is activated (Bandura, 

1986). When this self-regulatory system is disengaged, individuals are free to make 

unethical decisions or engage in unethical behavior without the guilt of going against 

their moral standards. Research on moral disengagement has found the antecedents to be 

empathy, trait cynicism, locus of control (i.e., internal, chance, power), and moral identity 

(Detert, Sweitzer, & Trevino, 2008). 
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 While these variables are important, I argue that there is another variable that 

should be considered as an antecedent of moral disengagement. Specifically, I investigate 

the variable of psychological entitlement as an antecedent of moral disengagement.  

Entitlement has been proposed to be a pernicious social issue that has considerable 

significance for human resource management (Fisk, 2010).  It has been linked to those 

issues surrounding social justice and values, from corporate executives to younger 

employees and pervades across most societal spectrums.  Psychological entitlement is 

defined as a belief where one is intrinsically deserving of unique privileges or other 

treatment compared to others (Campbell, Bonacci, Shelton, Exline, & Bushman, 2004).   

Expanding on this definition, the individual holds a belief in which they deserve and 

should receive more desirable treatment than those of their peers and without 

consideration given to being deserving of the treatment (Mackey, Brees, McAllister, 

Zorn, Martinko, & Harvey, 2018).  Psychological entitlement includes expectations of a 

reward as a result of social contracts as opposed to perceiving as deserving based on 

one’s own efforts and character (Campbell et al., 2004).  This effect of entitlement 

impacts interpersonal functioning from small groups to society at large (Campbell et al., 

2004) as well as negative workplace performance, workplace supervisor abuse, and 

employee perceptions that relate to organizational success (Byrne, Miller, & Pitts, 2010; 

Harvey, Harris, Gillis, & Martinko, 2014; Harvey & Martinko, 2009; Moore, 1991).  

Outcomes of entitlement in the workplace include entitled individuals creating stress for 

their colleagues, experiencing lower job satisfaction, as well as exhibiting lower levels of 

citizenship behaviors (Jordan, Ramsay, & Westerlaken, 2016).  Given this evidence, I 
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argue that moral disengagement mediates the relationship between psychological 

entitlement and unethical decision making.   

 This study makes two contributions to the literature. First, this study extends past 

research by introducing psychological entitlement as an antecedent to moral 

disengagement. Second, this study explores the differential impact of the various moral 

disengagement components on unethical decision making. Past research has only looked 

at the influence of the overall construct of moral disengagement on unethical decision 

making which I argue limits our understanding as to which dimensions of moral 

disengagement have the most influence on unethical decision making.   

 As noted, the purpose of the present study is to understand and analyze the 

various dimensions of moral disengagement as a mediator of the relationship between 

psychological entitlement and unethical decision making.  Specifically, I will investigate 

the moral disengagement dimensions of euphemistic labelling, advantageous comparison, 

and displacement of responsibility.  The theoretical model is summarized in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1   

 

 

Chapter 2: Moral Disengagement and Unethical Decision Making 

 Bandura (1990) pioneered the exploration of moral disengagement by introducing 

the concept of Social Cognitive Theory (SCT). This theory suggests that learning occurs 

in a social context with a dynamic and reciprocal interaction of the person, environment, 

and behavior.  SCT helps to define the capacity in which individuals have to exercise 

control over the nature and the quality of their life (Bandura, 2001).  This is termed 

agency, where to be an agent is to have the capacity to intentionally have an effect by 

one’s actions (Bandura, 2001).  As agents, individuals have the capacity to regulate their 
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actions by the limits they put on themselves. According to Bandura (1990) these limits, or 

sanctions, give people satisfaction and a sense of self-worth as well as prevent them from 

engaging in behavior that violates their moral standards. However, this ability to self-

regulate behavior only functions when activated. As such, when self-regulatory 

mechanisms are not engaged, individuals can allow themselves to engage in conduct that 

may go against their moral standards. This moral disengagement can take the form of 

reconstructing conduct, obscuring causal agency, disregarding or misrepresenting 

injurious consequences, and blaming and devaluing the victim.  

 Bandura’s research in this area has found moral disengagement to lead to 

numerous outcomes including actions of inhumanities, being instruments of violence and 

war, and other atrocities that would be exhibited by otherwise normal individuals that 

would be considered compassionate in other areas (Bandura, 1990; Bandura, 1999).  In a 

corporate setting, forms of moral disengagement can be present in different industries. 

For example, White, Bandura, and Bero (2009) found evidence that nearly all modes of 

moral disengagement were used by employees in the industries of tobacco, lead, vinyl 

chloride, and silicosis-production.  Researchers have also found moral disengagement to 

lead to unethical pro-organizational behavior (UPB) and counter productive work 

behavior (CWB) (Lee, Schwarz, Newman, & Legood, 2019).  Engaging in unethical 

behavior that would benefit the organization in some way, such as the destruction of 

incriminating files which would result in protecting the reputation of the organization, 

would be considered unethical pro-organization behavior (UPB) (Lee et al., 2019; 

Umphress, Bingham, & Mitchell, 2010).   Given these deleterious outcomes, it’s 

important to understand what influences someone to engage in moral disengagement. 



 6 

Despite the previous empirical work on the antecedents of moral disengagement, I argue 

that one variable that is of particular interest to managers and leaders in the workplace is 

psychological entitlement.  

 

Chapter 3: The Role of Psychological Entitlement, Moral Disengagement on 

Unethical Decision Making 

 Psychological entitlement refers to the phenomenon in which individuals 

consistently believe that they deserve preferential rewards and treatment, often with little 

consideration of their actual qualities or performance levels (Harvey & Martinko, 2009).  

Psychological entitlement is a relatively stable tendency toward inflated self-perceptions and 

unrealistic expectations concerning praise and rewards.  Two behavioral outcomes of 

entitlement – political behavior and co-worker abuse – and the mediating role of job-related 

frustration in the workplace has revealed empirically that entitlement is positively associated 

with both political behavior and co-worker abuse, and that frustration partially or fully 

mediated both relationships (Harvey & Harris, 2010).  As psychological entitlement is 

explored, in particular in the workplace, the importance of this topic becomes more evident 

for furthering the literature. 

 Psychological entitlement has its origins in the research surrounding narcissism.  It 

is considered an element, or dimension, of narcissism.  Studies have demonstrated the 

relationship between narcissism and negative behavioral decision making or behaviors, and 

in particular the narcissistic traits of grandiosity and entitlement (Brunell & Buelow, 2017; 

Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2011; Foster, Misra, & Reidy, 2009).   

 Psychological entitlement has garnered the interest of the researchers and 

practitioners in the workplace.  It has become more public that organizations are addressing 
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the prospect of managing employees with a higher sensitivity to entitlement, though how to 

appropriately address this phenomenon is not as well developed as there is little research that 

explores entitlement in the work setting (O’Leary-Kelley, Rosen, & Hochwarter, 2017).  

O’Leary-Kelley et al.  (2017) offer some of the first known solutions to assist organizations 

with work-situated entitlement and its increasingly known emotional and behavioral effects 

broadly speaking.  Generational research questions have been proposed due to the changing 

age demographics of the workforce and reveals differences in tendencies as a collective 

(Laird, Harvey, & Lancaster, 2015).  Beliefs in one’s own attractiveness and the trait of 

psychological entitlement, as well as actions towards others as a consequence, have recently 

been examined (Lee, Pitesa, Pillutla, & Thau, 2018). 

Hypotheses 

 As noted previously, past research has found psychological entitlement to led to a 

host of unethical behaviors in the workplace such as negative workplace job 

performance, workplace abuse and negative responses through conflict with supervisors, 

and employees who would exhibit a greater willingness to engage in unethical pro-

organizational behavior (i.e. using bribes to secure large-scale contracts) (Harvey & 

Martinko, 2009; Harvey et al., 2014; Lee et al., 2019).  As such, to be consistent with past 

literature, I offer a foundational hypothesis that psychological entitlement is positively 

related to unethical decision making. 

Hypothesis 1: Psychological entitlement will be positively related to unethical 

decision making. 

 Additionally, I argue that overall moral disengagement mediates the relationship 

between psychological entitlement and unethical decision making. I argue that this occurs 

because individuals that are high on psychological entitlement will limit their ability to 
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regulate their actions by putting limits on themselves. It’s as if their ability to self-

regulate their behavior is constantly deactivated and they allow themselves to engage in 

conduct that goes against their moral standards. Their high sense of entitlement (i.e., 

deserving more because of who they are) supersedes their self-regulatory control. As 

such, I hypothesize, 

 Hypothesis 2: Overall moral disengagement will mediate the relationship between 

 psychological  entitlement and unethical decision making. 

Additionally, I argue that a subset of these mechanisms of moral disengagement 

may have a differential impact on unethical decision making for someone that is high on 

psychological entitlement. As noted previously, these dimensions of moral 

disengagement that are the specific focus for this study include euphemistic labelling, 

advantageous comparison, and displacement of responsibility (Bandura, 1990; Bandura, 

1999; Bandura, 2002).  The moral disengagement dimensions of euphemistic labelling 

and advantageous comparison have a relevance particularly to the study of business 

social science in the corporate sector.  The dimensions of moral disengagement that 

encompass euphemistic labelling and advantageous comparison utilize the mechanism 

involving a cognitive redefinition of reprehensible conduct in a perspective that makes 

the conduct appear morally acceptable (Bandura, 1986; Detert et al., 2008).   

Highly entitled individuals have traits that are selfish (Campbell et al., 2004).  I 

argue that highly entitled individuals will cognitively restructure their unethical acts to 

appear morally acceptable in order to preserve their inflated sense of self-importance and 

desire for admiration at the expense of empathy for others.  Past research supports this 

assertion. For example, Campbell et al. (2004) revealed that highly entitled individuals 
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took more Halloween candy from a bucket marked specifically for children in Study 5, 

reported that they deserved a higher salary than their peers in a fictional scenario in Study 

6, reported more competitive responses as opposed to cooperative responses for a 

commons dilemma in Study 7,  reported being more selfish in their romantic relationships 

in Study 8, and were more aggressive towards those who criticize them in Study 9.  The 

empirical evidence suggests that highly entitled people consider themselves as more 

important than others by the use of neutral language to make their actions appear more 

benign (i.e., euphemistic labeling) as well as view their behavior as more acceptable 

compared to others because of their superior status (i.e., advantageous comparison).   

Additionally, due to their belief of superiority resulting in an unwillingness to 

follow directions in highly entitled individuals, displacement of responsibility would not 

be expected to mediate the relationship between entitlement on unethical decision making 

(Zitek & Jordan, 2019).  Past research supports this assertion as highly entitled 

individuals have been found to be low on the personality trait of agreeableness and seem 

not to accept criticism (Campbell et al., 2004).   

There has been empirical evidence in the corporate business research that has 

shown these three dimensions of moral disengagement to be important factors in business 

decisions.  Egels-Zanden (2017) reveals that in the supply chain, value chain, and through 

the lens of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in regards to worker rights, supplier 

types that are labeled “the worst” as examples of poor corporate values in regards to CSR 

would often times continue to be utilized as suppliers by the managers in the survey due 

to the moral disengagement mechanisms of advantageous comparison and euphemistic 

labelling.  Interestingly, Egels-Zanden (2017) discovered that some suppliers would 
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sometimes use the displacement of responsibility mechanism for these classifications 

based on external actors (i.e. consultants, NGOs, and researchers).  For the purpose of 

this study, the empirical evidence for the further investigation of euphemistic labelling, 

advantageous comparison, and displacement of responsibility is bolstered by past 

research. 

Beyond the minimal, yet significant, empirical evidence that is presented 

previously in more recent literature for specifically studying these three mechanisms of 

euphemistic labelling, advantageous comparison, and displacement of responsibility as 

separate mediators, the reason for choosing to study specifically these three have another 

explanation.  As a practitioner in industry, there is anecdotal perceptions of why these 

three are of particular interest for this study.  With the limited research to date, and that 

there has not been studies performed that test each dimension of moral disengagement 

specifically when regarding those high in entitlement, choosing to test dimensions that 

would appear to be the most likely mechanisms that highly entitled individuals would use 

to morally disengage in order to make unethical decisions seems to be an appropriate 

approach to begin this study (i.e. euphemistic labelling, advantageous comparison).  

Additionally, choosing a dimension that would serve as a contrast, one that would seem 

the least likely to be used by highly entitled individuals as a mechanism to morally 

disengage in order to make unethical decisions would serve to bolster one of the principle 

points of this study, that there is a differential impact of moral disengagement 

mechanisms (i.e. displacement of responsibility).  Essentially, by performing an exercise 

of placing oneself in the state of how a highly entitled individual may attempt to morally 

disengage, assisted with the existing empirical evidence in choosing euphemistic 
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labelling, advantageous comparison, and displacement of responsibility as the 

mechanisms to focus on for this investigation. 

 Euphemistic labelling is a dimension of moral disengagement that may be 

logically associated more predominantly in the corporate setting.  Euphemistic labelling 

is where language can be used to influence thought patterns, and thus unethical actions 

and decisions (Bandura, 2002).  In a corporate setting, euphemistic labelling may be used 

with morally neutral language to make reprehensible behavior seem less harmful (Detert 

et al., 2008).  For example, high entitlement individuals in a corporate setting would 

engage in euphemistic labelling by issuing a statement of broad company layoffs as, “The 

employees were not laid off.  They were given an alternate career opportunity for a better 

path moving forward, and I made this possible for them.”   

 Advantageous comparison is another dimension of moral disengagement that 

would apply in a business organizational context.  Advantageous comparison is a method 

where unethical behavior can be considered acceptable when compared to other, perhaps 

more heinous unethical behavior, giving the impression that the original behavior is not 

as unethical, harmful, or reprehensible (Bandura, 2002; Detert et al., 2008).  I argue that 

high entitlement individuals will engage in advantageous comparison by saying 

something like, “My behavior is not that bad. Look at what that person did. Their 

behavior is worse because at least I deserved this, and I am better than they are.”   

 Displacement of responsibility differs from the other two moral disengagement 

dimensions due to how highly entitled individuals would process this mechanism.  This 

dimension offers a unique opportunity to investigate a possible contrast to the other 

dimensions.  Zitek and Jordan (2019) empirically revealed how entitled individuals are 
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not as likely to follow instructions due to their entitlement, a stark contrast to the 

literature on moral disengagement with its relationship to psychological entitlement.  

Typically, displacement of responsibility is a mechanism by which the individual places 

the unethical actions on the authority that gave instruction rather than take personal 

responsibility (Bandura, 2002).  However, a highly entitled individual would not utilize 

this mechanism due to their unwillingness to follow directions.  For example, a highly 

entitled person when presented with the option of displacement of responsibility would 

say, “I will choose this product instead.  My superiors told me otherwise, but I am not 

considering their input.  I do not need to listen to them, I know what is best.” 

 Given the aforementioned arguments, I hypothesize the following, 

 Hypothesis 3: Euphemistic Labelling will mediate the relationship between 

psychological entitlement and unethical decision making. 

 Hypothesis 4: Advantageous Comparison will mediate the relationship between 

psychological  entitlement and unethical decision making. 

 Hypothesis 5: Displacement of Responsibility will not mediate the relationship 

between psychological entitlement and unethical decision making. 

 

Chapter 4: Methods 

Research Design and Procedures 

The study hypotheses were tested using a preexisting dataset of 699 respondents. 

Specifically, participants were recruited by students enrolled in an undergraduate class in 

a university in the southeastern United States. The students were asked to participate in 

the study for extra credit and were also asked to recruit and an adult (over the age of 30) 
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to participate in the study. This snowball sampling method has been used in past research 

(Grant & Mayer, 2009; Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006).   

Data from the participants were collected at two different time points. During 

Time 1, participants completed demographic information (e.g., age, gender) and the 

independent variable (i.e., psychological entitlement) was collected.  During Time 2, the 

mediator (i.e., moral disengagement dimensions of moral justification, euphemistic 

labelling, advantageous comparison, displacement of responsibility, diffusion of 

responsibility, disregard or distortion of consequences, dehumanization, and attribution of 

blame) and the dependent variable (i.e., unethical decision making) were collected. There 

was a two-week time period in between surveys.  

The independent variable was measured using the 9-item scale developed by 

Campbell and colleagues (2004). Sample items from this scale include “I honestly feel 

I’m just more deserving than others” and “Things should go my way”. The format of the 

response was based on a 7-point Likert scale with the range of 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 

(Strongly agree).    

The 24-item scale from Detert et al., (2008) was used to assess the mediator.  

Sample items include “Looking at a friend’s homework without permission is just 

‘borrowing it’” [Euphemistic Labelling], “Stealing some money is not too serious 

compared to those who steal a lot of money” [Advantageous Comparison], and “If 

someone is pressured into doing something, they shouldn’t be blamed for it” 

[Displacement of Responsibility] (Detert et al., 2008).   The responses were based on a 7-

point Likert scale with the range of 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree).   
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The dependent variable was assessed using the 8 scenarios developed by Detert et 

al., (2008). Participants were presented with eight scenarios in which they are asked how 

likely they are to engage in the behavior described. An example scenario includes, “You 

are assigned a team project in one of your courses.  Your team waits until the last minute 

to begin working.  Several team members suggest using an old project out of their 

fraternity/sorority files.  You go along with this plan”. After being presented with the 

scenario, participants were asked “How likely are you to engage in the behavior 

described”. The responses were based on a 7-point Likert scale with the range of 1 (Not 

at all likely) to 7 (Highly likely).   

Model for Analysis 

 The PROCESS macro as outlined by Hayes (2018) was used to analyze the 

relationships of this model.  PROCESS is an analytical tool used for regression-based 

approaches that focus on the multiple types of mediation models and conditional indirect 

effect testing through bootstrapping (Hayes, 2018).   The contingent nature of the 

mechanisms that the independent variable would exert on a dependent variable are 

analyzed by the PROCESS macro to test the hypotheses (Priesemuth & Taylor, 2016).   

 The output for the initial analyses were measured by SPSS to report the 

descriptive statistics (i.e. the means, standard deviations, zero-order correlations, and the 

internal consistency reliabilities for this study).   Only one PES question (Q 5) was 

reverse coded for this study due to the nature of the question and Likert scale used 

(Campbell et al., 2004).  The variables used for this study were scaled in SPSS which in 

turn creates one value for each survey to analyze.   
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 To answer the hypotheses, the PROCESS macro within SPSS reported an output 

of the direct effect (i.e. H1), the total effect (i.e. H2), and the individual mediation results 

of the primary three dimensions of interest (i.e. H3-H5).  A mediator model reduces the 

total effect (i.e. H2) of the model into the indirect effect (the product of the indirect paths 

of H3 – H5) and the direct effect (with the effect of the mediator removed, i.e. H1).  This 

gives clarity not only as to whether this is a full mediation or partial mediation model, but 

also gives insight into what dimensions contribute in which ways to the mediating effects 

(i.e. H2 – H5). 

Mediation Model 

 As presented in Figure 1, this study and theoretical constructs were best answered 

by a parallel mediation analysis.  Parallel mediation is also known as a single-step 

multiple mediator model, where the total effect is equal to the direct effect of the 

independent variable on the dependent variable with the addition of the sum of the 

indirect effects, or paths, through the various mediators of the model (Hayes, 2009).  For 

this study, to test and determine the differentiated impact of the mediators tested in H2 – 

H5, this single-step multiple mediator model was the most appropriate.  Furthermore, 

using PROCESS has benefits that are beyond the limitations of previous mediation 

analysis methods, such as the Baron and Kenny method and Sobel test (Hayes, 2009).  

Specifically, PROCESS does not assume normal sampling distribution as does the 

previously used models.  This is done through bootstrapping which in turn produces 

confidence intervals of the indirect effects to be used for further assessment of the 

hypotheses.  An important feature to note when using the PROCESS macro is that the 

direct effect (i.e. the independent variable association on the dependent variable) does not 
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need to be significant for there to be mediation determined from the model (Hayes, 

2009).  In other words, unlike the previous methods where mediation could only be 

determined if there first was a relationship between X on Y, this requirement is not 

necessary for this determination with Hayes (2009) PROCESS macro methodology.  As 

Hayes (2009) accurately describes, the independent variable can exert an indirect effect 

through a given mediator on the dependent variable when it is acknowledged that the 

total effect is the sum of many paths of influence, including the direct and indirect paths.   

 Due to the historical nature and use of the term “mediator” in mediation analysis, 

there has been discussion over the preconditions for mediation to apply, such as the 

precondition that there must be the X ® Y (Mathieu & Taylor, 2006) relationship.  

However, through using the Preacher and Hayes PROCESS method in which the indirect 

effects are essentially independent in mediation analysis, the term “mediation” represents 

a special and more restrictive type of intervening relationship (Mathieu & Taylor, 2006; 

Preacher & Hayes, 2004).  Nevertheless, the arguments and discussion over how to label 

these relationships, this study uses the term “mediation” and associated analysis in the 

context as used and understood by Hayes (2018) and as explained in the testing of these 

hypotheses in the results.  As cited by Hayes (2009), “The distinction between mediation 

and indirect effect is not always made by users of the Baron and Kenny method, who 

may prematurely end the hunt for evidence of indirect effects if there is no evidence that 

X and Y are associated” (p. 413).  The aim of this study was not to abandon the evidence 

of the indirect effects, and this was accomplished through the PROCESS analysis. 

 Additionally, it is important to clarify how the variables were analyzed prior to 

reviewing the results. Hypothesis 2 was tested separately from Hypotheses 3 – 5. 
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Specifically, total moral disengagement was analyzed in a completely separate model 

from the moral disengagement mechanisms of euphemistic labelling, advantageous 

comparison, and displacement of responsibility. All of the data were analyzed using 

PROCESS macro model 4. Analyzing the data separately was done in order to eliminate 

the collinearity that would result if analyzed in the same, simultaneous model.   

 

Chapter 5: Results 

 Reported in Table 1 are the means, standard deviations, zero-order correlations, 

and the internal consistency reliabilities for this study.  The internal reliabilities for these 

variables studied were above .70, the recommended value by Churchill (1979) and 

Nunnally (1978). 

 

Table 1.  Descriptive statistics and correlation. 

 

 As mentioned previously, the PROCESS macro as outlined by Hayes (2018) was 

used to analyze the relationships of this model and the results are reported in Table 2 and 

Figure 2.  Using the Preacher and Hayes (2004) method with 10,000 bootstrapped 

resamples, I was able to test the total, direct, and indirect effects of total moral 

disengagement, euphemistic labelling, advantageous comparison, and displacement of 

responsibility on unethical decision making from those with high entitlement.   

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1.  Pyschological entitlement 3.51 1.16 (0.86)

2.  Moral Disengagement 1.86 0.59 0.14** (0.95)

3.  Euphemistic Labelling 1.84 0.78 0.12** 0.84** (0.80)

4.  Advantageous Comparison 1.52 0.68 0.12** 0.83** 0.73** (0.87)

5.  Displacement of responsibility 1.75 0.70 0.16** 0.83** 0.62** 0.71** (0.80)

6.  Unethical decision making 3.44 1.20 0.08* 0.45** 0.51** 0.36** 0.35** (0.82)

7.  Age 36.84 14.35 -0.09* -0.04 -0.05 -0.04 -0.02 -0.07

8.  Gender 1.55 0.5 0.00 -0.17** -0.11 -0.14** -0.14** 0.02 0.13**

Notes : Reliabilities (coefficient alpha) in parentheses on diagonal. n = 699 (employee–supervisor pairs) Employee gender (1 = male, 2 = female).                                                                                                                                                                                         

*p < .05;                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

**p  < .01.
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Table 2: Regression results for total, direct, and indirect effects of psychological entitlement on unethical 
decision making. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 2.  A parallel mediation model of psychological entitlement and unethical decision making.  
Unstandardized regression coefficients from a bootstrap procedure on the paths.  * p < .05. ** p < .01. ***p 
< .001 
 
 
 
 Hypothesis 1 predicted that psychological entitlement would be positively related 

to unethical decision making.  In Table 2 and reported on the c’ path of Figure 2, 

hypothesis 1 for this study did not confirm this relationship (B = 0.01, p = .80) and the 

Predictor B SE t p Boot LLCI Boot ULCI

Constant 1.8 0.23 7.89 0.00 1.343 2.233

Psychological Entitlement 0.01 0.04 0.25 0.80 -0.061 0.078

Total Moral Disengagement 0.08 0.04 1.97 0.05 0.002 0.155

Euphemistic Labelling 0.06 0.02 10.46 0.00 0.025 0.103

Advantageous Comparison -0.01 0.01 -1.26 0.21 -0.024 0.003

Displacement of responsibility 0.02 0.01 1.94 0.05 -0.0001 0.035

Age -0.01 0.00 -1.63 0.10 -0.012 0.001

Gender 0.02 0.09 0.26 0.80 -0.157 0.204

Notes : n  = 699 (employee–supervisor pairs). Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported.  Bootstrap sample size = 10000.  LL = lower limit;                                                                 

CI = confidence interval; UL = upper limit.                                                                                                                                                                                        
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confidence interval contained zero, 95% CI [-0.061, 0.078].  With the use of PROCESS, 

significance would be interpreted by a 95% bias-corrected bootstrap confidence interval 

that would not include zero (Hayes, 2018), thus Hypothesis 1 was not supported.   

 Hypothesis 2 predicted that overall moral disengagement would mediate the 

relationship between psychological entitlement and unethical decision making.  Now, 

consistent with this prediction in Table 2, the relationship between psychological 

entitlement and unethical decision making is stronger and significant with overall moral 

disengagement mediating this relationship (B = 0.08, p £ .05) and with confidence 

intervals not containing zero, 95% CI [0.002, 0.155].  Additionally, Figure 2 reveals that 

the indirect effect of this overall mediator is significant for this model, thus Hypothesis 2 

was supported. 

 Hypothesis 3 predicted that the mechanism of euphemistic labelling alone would 

mediate the relationship between psychological entitlement and unethical decision 

making.  Consistent with this prediction and reported in Table 2, it is shown that the 

relationship of psychological entitlement as an antecedent for this model to lead to 

unethical decision making is mediated by the moral disengagement mechanism of 

euphemistic labelling (B = 0.06, p £ .001) and 95% CI [0.025, 0.103].  From Figure 2, the 

indirect effect for this pathway of euphemistic labelling is significant in this model, thus 

Hypothesis 3 was supported. 

 Hypothesis 4 predicted that the mechanism of advantageous comparison alone 

would mediate the relationship between psychological entitlement and unethical decision 

making.  As shown in Table 2, the results of PROCESS’s parallel mediation analyses do 

not support this prediction (B = -0.01, p = .21), with the confidence intervals containing 
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zero, 95% CI [-0.024, 0.003].  Furthermore, as shown in Figure 2, the indirect effect for 

this mechanism is not significant, thus Hypothesis 4 was not supported. 

 As a contrast, hypothesis 5 predicted that displacement of responsibility alone 

would not mediate the relationship between psychological entitlement and unethical 

decision making.  This is confirmed from Table 2, where there is not a significant 

relationship (B = 0.02, p = .05), and the confidence intervals contain zero, 95% CI [-

0.0001, 0.035].  In Figure 2 the indirect effect is not significant, thus Hypothesis 5 was 

supported. 

 

Chapter 6: Discussion 

 Previous research has confirmed that psychological entitlement can have negative 

outcomes (Campbell et al., 2004).  The research has shown that moral disengagement 

with its eight dimensions provide a pathway for individuals to make unethical decisions 

(Bandura, 1999; Detert et al., 2008).  Recently, scholars have provided empirical 

evidence which indicates that moral disengagement mediates that relationship between 

psychological entitlement on unethical decision making (Lee et al., 2019).  However, this 

research did  not investigate the differential impact of the various mechanisms of moral 

disengagement.  Furthermore, the research has not investigated this phenomenon in 

highly entitled individuals.  For organizations in the workforce, there is ample evidence 

of the negative outcomes of psychological entitlement on individual and organizational 

success (Campbell et al., 2008; Harvey & Martinko, 2009; Jordan, Ramsay, & 

Westerlaken, 2016).  It is reasonable for organizations to address this issue of high 

entitlement in their leadership and HR management.  This study helps to define more 
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clearly the mechanisms involved in the negative outcomes that are possible with high 

entitlement.  By doing so, the implications for future research, as well as possible and 

more viable solutions to assist in further promoting organizational success are 

highlighted.   

 With the PROCESS analytic tool used for this study (Hayes, 2018), I was able to 

test all five hypotheses.  Using the PES survey (Campbell et al., 2004), I was able to 

obtain data for those individuals that would exhibit high entitlement, and those that were 

not.  Using the Unethical Decision-Making scale (Detert et al., 2008), I was able to obtain 

and test data by these same participants on their decision making.  I argued that high 

psychological entitlement would lead to higher levels unethical decision making, 

consistent with the literature.  When interpreting the results of Hypothesis 1, that 

prediction for this study was not shown to have a strong relationship.  However, this test 

is without mediation, as I was using this dataset to only test the relationship of 

psychological entitlement on unethical decision making.  The central thesis of this study 

is to investigate the mechanisms involved in this relationship.  This finding also 

reinforces the notion that by having high psychological entitlement may lead to unethical 

decision making, yet it is through the use of behavioral mechanisms that allow for the 

understanding of the process through which this relationship occurs actually establishes 

this relationship. 

 By the using the items in the moral disengagement scale (Detert et al., 2008), I 

was able to obtain and test the data for assessing the level of moral disengagement these 

participants would exhibit, and the survey collected the data for all eight dimensions.  I 

was able to test the mediating effect of overall moral disengagement with the model 
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proposed in this study.  This study confirmed that overall total moral disengagement 

positively mediates the relationship of psychological entitlement on unethical decision 

making, consistent with the previous research.  Not only does this confirmation reinforce 

moral disengagement as a legitimate and significant set of mechanisms for the negative 

outcomes of unethical decision making by highly entitled individuals, this test is a 

foundation for differentiating which mechanisms are most used or not used in this 

relationship. 

 In this study, I attempted to investigate the mechanisms that would appear to be 

most utilized by highly entitled individuals to morally disengage in order to make 

unethical decisions.  The first mechanism tested is euphemistic labelling.  In reviewing 

and synthesizing the literature to date, euphemistic labelling appeared as a possible 

mechanism to be used by highly entitled individuals (Campbell et al., 2004; Detert et al., 

2008; Egels-Zanden, 2017; Lee et al., 2019).  Egels-Zanden (2017) highlighted how firms 

would use euphemistic labelling as a moral disengagement mechanism to prioritize using 

“the worst” supplier types for their business.  Euphemistic labelling, I argue, is a 

mechanism a highly entitled individual would use to preserve thier status and other 

attributes of psychological entitlement.  Findings from the current study provide 

additional support to past theorizing and indicate that euphemistic labeling mediates the 

relationship between psychological entitlement and unethical decision making.  This is 

significant and has future implications for research.   

 Another mechanism that would seem to be most utilized by highly entitled 

individuals to morally disengage from their unethical decisions is advantageous 

comparison.  In reviewing and synthesizing the literature for advantageous comparison, 
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this mechanism seemed appropriate to test as a possible mechanism to be used by highly 

entitled individuals (Campbell et al., 2004; Detert et al., 2008; Egels-Zanden, 2017; Lee 

et al., 2019).  Again, Egels-Zanden (2017) revealed how advantageous comparison was 

used as a moral disengagement mechanism by the firms in their study to prioritize using 

“the worst” supplier types.   Advantageous comparison, I argue, is a mechanism a highly 

entitled individual would use to preserve these attributes exhibited by high entitlement.  

However, inconsistent with the prediction that advantageous comparison would 

positively mediate the relationship between psychological entitlement and unethical 

decision making, this study did not find that relationship.  Possible explanations may 

emerge from this finding, a primary one being that highly entitled individuals just do not 

rely on this mechanism to a significant degree.  The literature appears to support the use 

of such a mechanism by highly entitled individuals in the corporate workforce and aligns 

with my reasoning to test this mechanism.    In dissecting the definition of entitlement, 

the belief of deserving privileges or special treatment regardless of performance or 

earning such treatment, and advantageous comparison, making a less harmful action 

appear benign to a much worse alternative, I think of a different perspective.  Perhaps 

highly entitled individuals do not view worse alternatives or actions as badly as I would 

assume, thus minimizing the significance of advantageous comparison as a mechanism.  

This does give insight into potential investigation on details of how highly entitled 

individuals perceive their actions and outcomes.  Additionally, this finding also helps 

support that there is, or are, other mechanism(s) that should be tested from this partially 

and differential mediated model. 
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 It was proposed that there was a differential mediating effect of the eight 

dimensions of moral disengagement.  With this proposed, it was predicted that there was 

a mechanism that would not mediate this relationship.  Displacement of responsibility has 

evidence that shows it is not a likely mechanism to be used by highly entitled individuals 

(Campbell et al., 2004; Zitek & Jordan, 2019).  This investigation confirms the prediction 

that displacement of responsibility would not mediate the relationship between 

psychological entitlement and unethical decision making.  This not only confirms the 

prediction and reasoning made for this study, but also gives strong empirical support to 

further the central theme of this investigation in that the eight mechanisms of moral 

disengagement are mediating the relationship between psychological entitlement and 

unethical decision making differently.   

 The findings of this study, in conjunction with previous research, are important 

for organizational leadership and human resource managers to offer an understanding and 

insight into the mechanisms involved with psychological entitlement on employee 

decisions.  As described by Priesemuth and Taylor (2016), having practical implications 

for managers and organizations to use to address the negative outcomes of psychological 

entitlement are especially important.  As the current state of research of psychological 

entitlement in the work setting are in the early stages, lending evidence that assists in 

understanding some of the psychological and behavioral processes involved may be vital 

in offering solutions.  The aim of this investigation is to fulfill this purpose, as well as set 

an important step to future research implications.  For leadership, understanding these 

mechanisms will help with finding solutions in human resources.  In this study, it was 

determined that euphemistic labelling was used by highly entitled individuals as a 
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mechanism to morally disengage and engage in unethical decision making.  Knowing this 

and the signs of euphemistic labelling, management may prevent unethical actions before 

they occur.  Similar to the methodology organizations have in anonymously alerting 

compliance or ethics officers and departments to unethical actions or harassment, a 

similar process could be implemented in a teams-based approach.  Training and ethics 

courses that employees take may incorporate addressing the signs of euphemistic 

labelling.  This could be applied to other mechanisms that are discovered to mediate the 

relationship between entitlement and unethical decision making. 

Future Research 

 This study ventured into a new area with regard to testing the different 

dimensions of moral disengagement in a parallel mediation model with the intent to 

examine the differential effect of three dimensions of moral disengagement on the 

relationship between entitlement and unethical decision making.  The implications to 

follow are numerous.  There may be other antecedents to this model that are of interest.  

A close relative to psychological entitlement as an antecedent to be studied would be 

narcissism.   Additionally, and perhaps importantly, investigating the other five 

dimensions of moral disengagement in this specific theoretical model could yield insight 

for further understanding the relationship of entitlement on unethical decision making.  

For example, diffusion of responsibility is a similar mechanism to displacement of 

responsibility, and I would expect this not to mediate the relationship of psychological 

entitlement on unethical decision making.  Distortion of consequences appears similar to 

advantageous comparison in that it minimizes the harmful action as benign, yet as this 

study found advantageous comparison did not mediate this relationship as predicted.  It 



 26 

would be interesting to see how distortion of consequences would affect this model when 

tested.  Moral justification does appear at first glance to inflate a highly entitled 

individual’s need to preserve their inflated self-status, yet moral justification is for 

serving a greater good or righteous cause, a contrast to the selfishness exhibited by high 

entitlement.  Lastly, dehumanization and attribution of blame places victims as inferior to 

the those perpetrating the harm, and highly entitled individuals perceive themselves as 

superior.  As for the dependent variable, implications for further research may also 

include exploring a model that leads to behavior, another step after deciding to engage in 

unethical decision making and would serve as a logical advancement of this study.   

Limitations 

 As with all research there are limitations with this study.  Though the focus of this 

study is primarily the three dimensions of euphemistic labelling, advantageous 

comparison, and displacement of responsibility, there remains unresolved inquiry into the 

other five dimensions of moral disengagement.  Simply put, there is not the literature 

foundation that would support or refute any of those five dimensions being any more 

likely or less likely to mediate the relationship of entitlement on unethical decision-

making.  It would be exploratory analysis and testing to discern the partial mediating 

attributes of these remaining five dimensions, though a thoughtful case and reasoning 

could be made for moral justification, attribution of blame, and diffusion of responsibility 

due to their similarities to the three dimensions tested in this study. 

 Another possible limitation may be with the data, as the snowball sampling was 

used for its collection.  Consistent with other limitation concerns with this sampling 

method includes having less control over the sampling method, the representation in the 
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sample is not guaranteed, and sampling bias.  Specifically labelling the possible 

limitation for this study would be common method bias.  For the analysis of the 

independent variable, one of the PES survey questions were reversed coded.  Podsakoff, 

MacKenzie, and Podsakoff (2012) reference the possible higher correlation effects when 

using reversed items, and the effects of item wording in surveys.  Additionally, Podsakoff 

et al., (2012) referenced bias that would be attributed to positive and negative items 

commonly associated with how strongly a respondent agrees or disagrees with a given 

statement or scenario, as in this study.  Bias would be associated with those respondents 

who tend to acquiescence or disacquiesence, meaning respondents who 

disproportionately use the positive or negative side of the scale.    

Conclusion 

 An important area of interest for organizational leadership, human resources 

management, and the psychological social science research, is addressing high 

entitlement due to the myriad of negative outcomes (i.e., workplace abuse, negative 

citizenship behavior, aggressiveness, selfishness).  This study investigates with a focus on 

those mechanisms that mediate this relationship of psychological entitlement on unethical 

decision making.  This approach addresses understanding the mechanisms of moral 

disengagement on this relationship in order to give opportunities for investigating 

solutions with future research.  Successful organizations will find the implications of 

understanding these mechanisms and the future implications of solutions for addressing 

highly entitled employees / leaders beneficial.  This study contributes to this goal. 
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