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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Keywords: Research on (un)ethical behavior in organizations has a long tradition, yet the role of individual
Objective career success morality in career development remains underexamined. Insights from both career and behav-

Subjective career success
Career decisions
Morality

Moral capacities
Integrative review

ioral ethics research can help address this issue. While career research so far lacks systematic
investigation into the morality-career relationship, behavioral ethics research overlooks the
developmental and career-related outcomes of individual morality. This points to a critical need
for dialogue between these two fields. An initial analysis of core theories and concepts in career
research reveals the scant inclusion of moral variables. Through our systematic review of a final
sample of 43 articles, we identify gaps in understanding the interplay between morality and
career dynamics, particularly concerning career options (including decisions and opportunities)
and both subjective and objective career success. By leveraging the specific insights extracted
from the literature review, our aim is to bridge the morality and career research domains. We
highlight discrepancies and untapped areas in this field, proposing future research directions
concerning (1) the role of morality in career decisions and opportunities, (2) the nexus between
morality and career success, and (3) employees’ implicit beliefs about this relationship.
Furthermore, we consider implications for measurement and career counseling. Altogether, we
advocate for a fresh research focus on exploring the impact of individual morality on career
development.

1. Introduction

Vocational researchers consistently highlight the importance of integrating multiple perspectives, including insights from sociol-
ogy, management, and organizational behavior, to deepen our theoretical understanding of career development and vocational
behavior (Savickas, 2001; Spurk, 2021). This multidisciplinary approach is vital for addressing underexplored areas and resolving
conflicting viewpoints within the field. The present paper addresses one such critical area: the role of individual morality — defined as
the moral principles and psychological processes that guide individuals’ perceptions of right and wrong, governing ethical® decision-
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making and behavior (Hannah, Avolio, & May, 2011; Tenbrunsel & Smith-Crowe, 2008; Trevino et al., 2014) — in career development,
particularly the decisions and experiences that shape a person’s career and career success.

Despite a rich and diverse body of knowledge in vocational research on career choices, occupational selection, and career success,
the influence of morality remains underexamined. Instead, the focus is typically on human capital variables (e.g., intelligence,
educational attainments, skills), organizational sponsorship (e.g., support networks), socio-demographics (e.g., gender, age), and
individual traits, attitudes, and behaviors (e.g., personality, proactivity) (Heslin et al., 2019; Ng et al., 2005; Spurk et al., 2019), when
examining career development (Heslin & Turban, 2016). There are a few studies that touch on morally relevant individual difference
variables (Cohen & Morse, 2014), such as ‘dark’ personality traits like self-centeredness, manipulativeness, and a lack of empathy
(Hirschfeld & Van Scotter, 2019), or ‘bright’ traits, like agreeableness and humility (Dik et al., 2017; Wilmot & Ones, 2022), that
influence “one’s motivation to be moral (e.g., consideration of others), ability to be moral (e.g., self-regulation), and/or identity as a
moral person (e.g., desire to see oneself as moral)” (Cohen et al., 2014, p. 945). Some of this research suggests meaningful links be-
tween these traits and career outcomes (Chan et al., 2024; Spurk et al., 2016), whereas other studies find only weak or no evidence
(Judge et al., 2012; Kholin et al., 2020; Paleczek et al., 2018). Similarly, recent studies suggest that being perceived as ethical — for
example, by reporting misconduct or being seen as virtuous — can yield mixed career consequences, such as varying levels of hireability
and promotability (Chen et al., 2024; Kwon & Sonday, 2024). These inconsistencies likely arise from using varied and unsystematic
indicators of morality alongside the examination of diverse and fragmented career outcomes.

This lack of coherence is also reflected in public discourse, where conflicting narratives about morality’s role in career development
are prevalent. On the one hand, ethical behavior is seen as a valuable career asset, a view exemplified by Warren Buffett, who em-
phasizes that moral qualities such as integrity and trustworthiness are among the most important traits when hiring employees (Buffett
& Clark, 2006). On the other hand, it is argued that organizations expect “blind loyalty to the decisions that are made regardless of the
ethical, moral, or legal consequences” (Callanan, 2003, p. 129), questioning the role of morality as a career asset.

These conflicting narratives and the lack of systematic study of individual morality in career development are striking, given its
prominence in related fields, particularly organizational behavior and behavioral ethics, which explore ethical decision-making and
behavior in the workplace (De Cremer & Moore, 2020; Tenbrunsel & Smith-Crowe, 2008; Trevino et al., 2014). However, this research
often overlooks the developmental aspects of morality and the consequences of (un)ethical behaviors for the actors themselves,
including careers (Zhong & Robinson, 2021).

While both the career and behavioral ethics fields have limitations, integrating these perspectives offers a more comprehensive
understanding of how morality may influence career development, aligning with the broader mission of promoting meaningful work
and careers (Lysova et al., 2019). Career literature offers a systematic foundation for understanding career development, while
behavioral ethics supplies a structured framework for conceptualizing individual morality. In this article, we bridge these two fields,
facilitating the systematic application of behavioral ethics to vocational questions: How beneficial or detrimental is morality in one’s
career? What is the relationship between morality and career success? How does morality shape individuals’ career opportunities and
decisions?

The article is structured as follows. First, we discuss the significance of bridging career and behavioral ethics research and create a
common understanding of our focal concepts: careers and morality. The central contribution of our work is two-fold: 1) the exami-
nation of core theories and concepts in career research followed by a systematic review of the available but limited literature con-
cerning the relationship between morality and career variables, and 2) the integration of both fields, leveraging insights from the
review and situating them within the broader career literature. Based on this, we derive three directions for future research guided by
relevant theoretical and practical questions.

2. The significance of bridging morality and career research

In career literature, morality often seems to be a latent and presupposed premise rather than a subject of direct examination (see
Heslin et al., 2019; Ng et al., 2005; Spurk et al., 2019). The resulting dearth of theoretical and empirical research on the relationship
between individual morality and career development, particularly career success, is problematic for three reasons.

First, on the individual level, our understanding of how individuals develop and realize career intentions likely builds on
incomplete or limited assumptions if we do not consider their morality. For instance, individuals may differ in their motivation and
ability to see and appreciate the ethical aspects of a career decision. In a similar vein, if morality is an important part of individuals’
self-concept (i.e., they have a strong moral identity; Aquino & Reed, 2002), pursuing a successful career will be more attractive to them
when having a career’ is associated with being moral rather than morally indifferent or even immoral.

Second, at the organizational level, leaving morality out of the equation undermines our understanding of (self-)selection processes
and how moral qualities are distributed across organizational hierarchies. For instance, the belief that career success is disconnected
from morality might result in a lower representation of moral individuals at the top of organizational hierarchies (e.g., Grijalva et al.,
2015). Furthermore, Jeon and Kwon (2021) suggest that employees who strive to be ethical yet whose organization does not support or
even discourage their ethical behaviors might decide to leave the organization rather than change. Research and practice clearly show
the disastrous consequences of unethical behavior among those in higher organizational positions. Not only do their moral trans-
gressions directly affect organizational functioning (Maskor et al., 2023), but unethical standards set by management may also trickle
down to affect others’ behaviors (Rice et al., 2021). Notably, those in key positions, especially executives and leaders, set the ethical
tone of an organization (Kuenzi et al., 2020). These dynamics raise questions about whom career opportunities are granted in orga-
nizations and the role of individuals’ morality in related career trajectories. Recent research suggests that employees (Giannella et al.,
2022) and peers (Peters & Haslam, 2018) are more strongly concerned with ethical issues and an orientation toward the group’s good
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than those who make promotion decisions. This observation is surprising, particularly in light of the extensive evidence supporting the
positive effects ethical leaders have (e.g., Eisenbeiss et al., 2015; Hoch et al., 2018; Peus et al., 2010).

Thirdly, the societal repercussions of moral transgressions within organizations must not be underestimated. High-profile ethical
scandals in organizations, such as Enron, Volkswagen, or Wirecard, have led to major layoffs and inflicted substantial financial losses
upon suppliers, investors, and other stakeholders. Furthermore, such ethical breakdowns deeply hurt public trust in economic and
political institutions (Edelman Trust Institute, 2022). Consequentially, promoting ethical behavior in organizations and understanding
its link to individual career experiences is vital in fostering a robust and healthy civil society.

Considering these challenges, we underscore the significance of initiating a dialogue between the two distinct yet intertwined
branches of literature — career studies and behavioral ethics. This endeavor aims to overcome the limitations posed by the oversight of
individual morality within career research and the static viewpoint prevalent in organizational morality research. On this basis, we
take an integrative approach to better understand how employees’ morality is linked to important career outcomes. We believe this
provides a valuable stepping stone for advancing the field and identifying areas where future research may proceed.

3. Careers: A general overview

In this article, we adhere to the well-established notion that views careers broadly as occupational behavior and an emergent
process (Heslin & Turban, 2016) rather than solely focusing on upward advancement (e.g., promotion to a higher hierarchical level) or
obtaining privileged occupations. Accordingly, we refer to the term career as “one’s sequence or totality of work positions” (Lent &
Brown, 2013, p. 558), encompassing the entirety of an individual’s vocational journey (Dries, 2011). This definition includes the
process of making career-related decisions, such as choosing among various career options (Kulcsar et al., 2020). Consequently, when
considering career options, we account for the opportunities presented to employees (e.g., promotions offered) and their decisions (e.g.,
voluntary job change). Importantly, we argue that the significance of moral considerations in careers transcends specific occupations,
roles, or industries.

Career success is defined as achieving desirable work-related outcomes throughout one’s career (Arthur et al., 2005). While
traditionally framed around tangible achievements like income, position, or status, its meaning has evolved to include subjective
assessments of satisfaction and individual preferences, emphasizing self-expression and values-driven careers (Briscoe et al., 2021; Hall
et al., 2018). On this basis, we herein follow the established distinction between objective and subjective career success (Spurk et al.,
2019). Subjective career success reflects an individual’s personal assessment of and satisfaction with their career outcomes and progress
(Spurk et al., 2019). Individual criteria of subjective success are not necessarily observable to others and typically include indicators of
learning and development, perceived impact, or security (Briscoe et al., 2021). Objective career success refers to career accomplishments
that are objectively observable by others, and that can be measured around verifiable attainments, such as income, promotions,
occupational status, or hierarchical level (Gunz & Heslin, 2005).

Both the subjective and objective perspectives represent significantly different ways to conceptualize and study career success.
Meta-analytical evidence indicates that the correlation between subjective and objective career success is, overall, small to moderate,
ranging from 0.22 to 0.30 (Ng et al., 2005). Accordingly, subjective and objective career success appear to be associated with distinct
causes, mechanisms, and outcomes (Ng et al., 2005; Shockley et al., 2016). Therefore, in this review, we address these two dimensions
separately.

4. Morality: A General overview

Following previous work in behavioral ethics, morality is typically described as the norms and values that guide individuals’
perceptions of right and wrong, shaping their ethical decision-making and behavior (Trevino et al., 2006; Trevino et al., 2014). While
different moral viewpoints exist, often rooted in societal and cultural values, a minimal consensus centers on showing concern for
others or societal benefits while refraining from causing harm to others when one knows better (Gert & Gert, 2020). In line with this,
most organizational scholars agree that moral norms and values that are generally accepted and shared across cultures revolve around
trustworthiness, fairness, welfare, and responsibility (Eisenbeiss, 2012; Schwartz, 2005). While there is some variation among
different sectors, such as health care, education, or accounting, these principles are also widely acknowledged as fundamental to both
professional and organizational ethical codes (Bateman, 2012; Littleton et al., 2010; Payne et al., 2020).

4.1. Models of moral functioning

Moral functioning refers to the processes and capacities that enable individuals to engage with and act upon moral issues in ethical
situations (Hannah, Avolio, & May, 2011; Jennings et al., 2015). The study of moral functioning has a long-standing tradition in
psychology, significantly shaped by Lawrence Kohlberg’s groundbreaking research on cognitive moral development (Kohlberg, 1984).
Kohlberg focused on moral reasoning and proposed several stages of moral development, ranging from the pre-conventional level,
where authority is accepted without question, to the conventional level, where societal norms are adhered to, and ultimately to the
post-conventional level, where universal ethical principles are embraced. Rest and his associates (Rest, 1986; Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, &
Thoma, 1999) further refined the model, shifting the focus to the psychological processes underlying ethical behavior beyond merely
cognitive development. Rest’s model suggests that moral judgments must be preceded by awareness, followed by the formation of
intentions to act, and ultimately, action itself. This led to the development of his seminal four-component model (Rest, 1986),
comprising moral sensitivity (i.e., the ability to recognize moral issues), moral reasoning (i.e., making moral judgments), moral
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motivation (i.e., prioritizing moral values), and moral implementation (i.e., actual moral behavior).

In this work, we build on recent advancements by Hannah, Avolio, and May (2011), who expanded Rest’s framework by detailing
individual moral capacities essential to carry moral perceptions and judgments through to moral intentions and actual moral behavior.
We adopt their framework to conceptualize moral functioning for three main reasons. First, it offers an established and up-to-date
framework for understanding how individuals process, evaluate, and respond to moral challenges. Second, it highlights the moral
capacities of organizational members, making it particularly suitable for exploring moral functioning within occupational settings.
Third, it depicts moral functioning as adaptable, underscoring the potential evolution of these capacities over career trajectories.

4.2. Moral capacities

Building on Rest’s four-component model (Rest, 1986; Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 1999), Hannah, Avolio, and May (2011)
categorize moral functioning into two main components. Firstly, moral cognition describes the cognitive processing of moral issues,
consisting of the ability to identify moral issues (moral sensitivity) and determining which possible course of action is morally right
(moral reasoning). Secondly, moral conation describes the drive to carry out moral actions. This includes prioritizing ethical principles
over personal interests (moral motivation) and the ego strength, perseverance, and skills needed to implement moral behavior (moral
implementation). On this basis, they pinpoint two major types of moral capacities influencing moral cognition and moral conation.
First, moral maturation capacities are thought to shape moral cognition and refer to the general ability to recognize and categorize moral
phenomena, combined with the ability to consider and refine those mental categorizations. In addition to the depth and sophistication
of individuals’ mental representations of moral phenomena, moral identity stands out as a predominant feature of moral maturation.
This pertains to individuals’ understanding of themselves as moral actors (Aquino & Reed, 2002). Second, moral conation capacities are
pivotal in shaping moral motivation and action. This encompasses moral ownership (i.e., having a sense of psychological responsibility
that oneself or a relevant collective behave morally), moral efficacy (i.e., having confidence in the capability to attain moral per-
formance), and moral courage (i.e., engagement in moral action despite the risk of adverse consequences).

These moral capacities and their related cognition and conation processes have been extensively investigated across a wide range of
empirical studies in behavioral ethics and moral psychology. Significant attention has been given to moral maturation, with research
linking moral identity, moral sensitivity, and moral reasoning to a broad array of moral behaviors, as demonstrated by several reviews
and meta-analyses (Hertz & Krettenauer, 2016; Reynolds & Miller, 2015; Wu & Liu, 2014). Likewise, there is a growing body of work
examining processes related to moral conation capacities, including how organizations can foster proactive ethical behavior by
cultivating employees’ moral ownership (Jino & Dyaram, 2019; Ogunfowora et al., 2021) and moral efficacy (Lee et al., 2017; May
et al., 2014). Moral courage has also been extensively studied, particularly in leaders (Hannah, Avolio, & Walumbwa, 2011; Mansur
et al., 2020) and professions frequently facing moral dilemmas, such as nursing (Li et al., 2024). Additionally, several studies have
explored how these moral conation capacities interact in promoting moral action, including ethical voice, taking charge, and reporting
misconduct (Gok et al., 2023; Sumanth et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2024). In summary, the literature concludes that these moral ca-
pacities are important and distinct aspects of an individual’s moral self, each contributing significantly to moral decision-making and
behavior (Jennings et al., 2015).

5. Systematic literature review on morality in career research

An examination of recent mappings of dominant themes in the career literature reveals a notable lack of consideration for morality
(Byington et al., 2019; Spurk, 2021). This holds true across the spectrum from traditional, more static career models, such as fixed
career stages across the lifespan (Super, 1980) and personality-career fit (Holland, 1997), to more dynamic, social-cognitive frame-
works emphasizing personal beliefs, learning, and social influences in career decision-making (Lent et al., 1994). Morality also remains
elusive in theories that place greater emphasis on individual agency, flexibility, and meaning-making in increasingly fluid and non-
traditional labor markets, including the boundaryless (Defillippi & Arthur, 1994), protean (Hall, 2004), and career construction
(Savickas, 2005) perspectives. The same holds true for recent integrative research, such as the self-regulation models by Akkermans
et al. (2024) of career transitions or by Talluri et al. (2024) of career competencies. Moreover, when examining the specific phenomena
and concepts these theories address, such as career self-efficacy, identity, or maturity, moral aspects are typically acknowledged only
implicitly. This is even true for concepts often associated with moral meaning, such as values. Although vocational research has oc-
casionally recognized the moral dimension of work values (Dose, 1997), a systematic integration of morality into career development
remains lacking. For reasons of conciseness, we do not provide a comprehensive analysis of these theories and related concepts in this
manuscript. Instead, we include an overview in table form as supplementary material (Table Al).

To scrutinize the initial observation that career research rarely addresses moral considerations, we adopt an empirical approach to
thoroughly review and subsequently integrate the available literature on this topic (Kunisch et al., 2023).

5.1. Literature search and coding

To identify relevant empirical articles for our review, we followed established procedures (Harari et al., 2020) and conducted a
literature search using the Web of Science Core Collection (WoS), covering peer-reviewed articles published in English. We did not
impose any time restrictions during our search procedure. The literature search was conducted in February 2023. Although articles
published after February 2023 were incorporated into our research, it is important to note that they were not integrated into the
systematic literature review. As a starting point, we searched titles, abstracts, and keywords that included the terms ‘moral (OR its
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synonyms) AND career (OR its synonyms)’ (Boolean search string). For a complete list of terms, see Table 1. We found 20,391 search
results (see Fig. 1). To ensure relevance and quality, we limited our search to the fields of business ethics, management, and psychology
and focused on the leading journals therein (i.e., first quartile in the respective WoS category). This is a common approach for review
articles in management and psychology (Harari et al., 2020) and also frequently applied in the Journal of Vocational Behavior (e.g.,
Akkermans et al., 2024; Talluri et al., 2024). Specifically, the selection process involved choosing pertinent journals from the first
quartile in the WoS categories “ethics,” “psychology, applied,” and “management”: Academy of Management Journal, Administrative
Science Quarterly, Applied Psychology, British Journal of Management, Business Ethics Quarterly, Business Ethics — A European
Review, Human Resource Management, Journal of Applied Psychology, Journal of Business and Psychology, Journal of Business
Ethics, Journal of Management, Journal of Management Studies, Journal of Organizational Behavior, Journal of Vocational Behavior,
Leadership Quarterly, Nursing Ethics, Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, Personnel Psychology. Finally, we
included four “core” career journals (Akkermans et al., 2024; Akkermans & Kubasch, 2017): Career Development International, Career
Development Quarterly, Journal of Career Assessment, and Journal of Career Development.

This search yielded 1,542 articles. In a concerted effort, two members of the author team and a research assistant screened titles and
abstracts. To ensure consistency, we developed decision criteria for the screening process (see Fig. 1), and regular coder conferences
helped to calibrate and align decision-making. According to our defined criteria, we considered only articles that empirically examined
the relationship between relevant career dimensions (e.g., success, transitions) and individuals’ morality. This criterion also applied to
studies investigating concepts that do not inherently capture individuals’ morality (i.e., work values and personality traits) but
explicitly incorporated a moral component in the context of the specific study (e.g., contributions to the greater good). This process
resulted in the exclusion of 1,364 articles. Subsequently, the lead author assessed the eligibility of the remaining 178 articles based on
an exhaustive full-text screening. The author team engaged in thorough and balanced discussions to address and resolve questions
regarding the inclusion or exclusion of specific articles. At this process stage, we removed 135 articles, resulting in a final sample of 43
articles eligible for the review. Each eligible article was coded by (1) indicating the specific career and morality variables investigated
and (2) recording methodological aspects regarding study design, context, and sample characteristics. Given our focus on morality in
careers, we clustered the articles based on the examined career-related variables. We identified three meaningful categories: (1) career
options (including career decisions and opportunities), (2) subjective career success, and (3) objective career success. Some studies fell
into more than one category. Detailed information on each article and their categorization is provided as supplementary material
(Table A2).

5.2. Review findings

Most of the studies in the final selection examine individual morality in the workplace in a broad and nonspecific manner, lacking a
detailed focus on particular moral capacities. Moreover, the available data predominantly relies on correlations, leaving causality
ambiguous. In what follows, we summarize the results based on the three categories: (1) career options (including career decisions and
opportunities), (2) subjective career success, and (3) objective career success.

5.2.1. Career options

From our selection, 19 articles highlight a relationship between morality-related variables and individual career choices and op-
portunities. On one side, many employees prioritize meaningful work over extrinsic benefits (Allan et al., 2017). The moral stance of
organizations is important for their appeal to prospective employees (May et al., 2015; van Prooijen & Ellemers, 2015). Furthermore,
aligning with an employee’s moral preferences plays a relevant role in retention (Ambrose et al., 2008; Pierce & Snyder, 2015;
Shanahan & Hopkins, 2019; Sims & Kroeck, 1994). Morally distressed or disengaged employees are more inclined toward leaving their
jobs (DeTienne et al., 2012; Gaudine & Thorne, 2012; Huang et al., 2017; Shafer, 2002; Shoorideh et al., 2015; Thorne, 2010), unlike
those with strong moral commitments (Jaros et al., 1993). Conversely, a job candidate’s moral disposition might affect their
employability based on the industry in question — that is, moral signals by the applicants generally heighten their attractiveness as a job
candidate but may be a hindering factor in the hiring process within morally tainted industries (Yam et al., 2021). Interestingly, some
‘dark’ personality traits, such as Machiavellianism or narcissism, could even enhance one’s chances of receiving a job recommendation
(Harris et al., 2022). These findings reveal a potential gap between the extent to which employees versus employers prioritize moral
aspects in their career and hiring decisions.

Table 1
Search string of keywords used in the selected databases.

Keywords (AND)

Synonyms (OR) e Moral* (incl. development, i.a., integrity)
e Ethic* (incl. business)
e Prosocial* (incl. values)

Career (incl. change, development, success, transitions)
Job (incl. change, mobility)

Leader emergence

Professional development

Occupational mobility

Vocational mobility

Occupational adjustment

Income, pay, salary

Hire, promotion, turnover
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§ Studies included in review afler morals or ethics
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- /

Fig. 1. PRISMA flow diagram of literature review process for studies investigating the relationship of career and morality variables.

5.2.2. Subjective career success

Regarding subjective career outcomes, 22 articles examined the role of morality-related factors. It is worth noting that these studies
primarily emphasize indirect indicators of subjective career success, like job satisfaction or perceived well-being, rather than directly
assessing individuals’ perceptions and satisfaction with their career achievements and progress.

Typically, when individuals perceive an alignment between their personal ethics and those of the organization, they report positive
outcomes such as increased job satisfaction and commitment (Ambrose et al., 2008; Domino et al., 2015; Spanjol et al., 2015; Suar &
Khuntia, 2010; Zhang, 2020). In contrast, experiencing moral stress (Ando & Kawano, 2018; DeTienne et al., 2012; Gaudine & Thorne,
2012; Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2012), having to make moral compromises (Nelson & Kiecker, 1996), or disengaging morally (Huang
etal., 2017) is linked to adverse outcomes, such as decreased job satisfaction or turnover. Recently, Peng et al. (2023) found that while
moral distress negatively correlates with career identity, moral courage has a positive correlation. Jobs that require ethically
ambiguous actions benefit from specific personality traits like narcissism and comfort with such behaviors (Soyer et al., 1999).
Whereas Athota et al. (2020) emphasized individual factors (including moral values) leading to job satisfaction, Herndon et al. (2001)
found that perceptions of corporate ethics are more predictive of job outcomes than individual values. Interestingly, in discussions of
individual ethics, most studies suggest the inverse relationship: Satisfaction or well-being often predicts ethical behavior in the
workplace (Fu, 2014; Valentine et al., 2010). However, it is important to acknowledge that these findings predominantly stem from
cross-sectional and correlational studies, which do not support causal inferences.

5.2.3. Objective career success

Articles focusing on objective career outcomes (k = 12) — outcomes heavily influenced by employers, such as income and rank — are
sparse and inconsistent. Some studies suggest that employees exhibit stronger ethical thinking and behavior later in their careers
(Barnett & Karson, 1989;Pogson et al., 2003; Weeks et al., 1999). In contrast, other research found higher prosocial behavior among
those in lower hierarchical positions (van Dijke et al., 2018). Among those studies, we see both an inconsistency in findings concerning
career stage, hierarchy, and individual morality and an inconsistency in measurement methods. Notably, when age is used as a sur-
rogate for career stage, there is a noticeable positive correlation with morality (Pogson et al., 2003; Weeks et al., 1999). However, this
correlation does not consistently extend to higher-ranked organization members when the actual hierarchical position is measured
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(van Dijke et al., 2018).

Research regarding income and its relation to unethical behavior presents mixed findings. Wang and Murnighan (2014) discovered
a positive correlation between income and tolerance for unethical behavior. However, nuances emerge when considering specific
demographics; for instance, religious beliefs may moderate this relationship (Lam & Hung, 2005). Tang and Chiu (2003) further
delineated this by differentiating actual income from the mere love of money, finding that it is primarily the latter that directly
correlates with unethical tendencies.

Some studies on objective career outcomes investigated the perceived value of morality within organizations. When employees
believe that ethical behavior correlates with career success in their organization, they tend to experience higher job satisfaction (Koh
et al., 2001; Vitell & Davis, 1990). This aligns with a preference for the indirect institutionalization of ethics through measures like
promotions and performance evaluations (Vitell & Singhapakdi, 2008). Against this background, it might be relevant whether a
particular industry prioritizes values of self-enhancement (e.g., personal gain) or self-transcendence (e.g., altruism), suggesting that
either one of them goes along with greater career success (van Hoorn, 2017). Individuals with strong self-enhancement values are more
likely to show unethical behavior at work (Arciniega et al., 2019). This aligns with the finding that individuals may be inclined toward
unethical decisions if they perceive such actions as beneficial for their career progression (Noval, 2016). However, a 1989 study
showed that managers perceive ethical behaviors as important in their everyday jobs (Mortensen et al., 1989).

6. Integration of morality in career research

The following integration outlines how focusing on individuals’ morality can inform career research. In doing so, we discuss themes
from our systematic review and integrate ideas from the broader literature to enhance our synthesis. Guided by our initial conceptual
discussions and the logic employed in the review process, we approach this task from three distinct angles: (1) career options, (2)
subjective career success, and (3) objective career success.

6.1. Mordlity and career options

Individual career options refer to career decisions (e.g., voluntary job changes) and career opportunities (e.g., promotions offered).
We identified two emerging themes from our review and related research: (1) the extent to which morality may influence career
decisions and opportunities and (2) the dynamic development of this influence over time, as moral capacities change in response to
individuals’ vocational experiences.

6.1.1. Moral drivers in career decisions and opportunities

Several studies in our review suggest that moral preferences influence individuals’ employment choices, their evaluation of po-
tential employers, and the way they form their commitment. This aligns with the prevailing notion in vocational psychology that
individuals seek to align personal values and abilities with chosen occupations (Arieli et al., 2020; Holland, 1997). This phenomenon
commences early in life as adolescents embark on educational paths. The decisions to opt for specific study programs and career paths,
particularly those associated with moral undertones (such as healthcare, legal studies, or social work), are likely shaped by moral
maturation capacities, especially moral identity. Substantiating this perspective, Rosengart et al. (2020) compared self-selection ef-
fects among business and law students in Germany. They found that students who prioritize addressing societal needs exhibit a
proclivity for opting into law studies. In contrast, their counterparts in the business domain demonstrate elevated inclinations toward
profit maximization orientations. Additionally, the importance business students attribute to power values correlates with lower levels
of moral reasoning (Lan et al., 2008). Similarly, in a study involving nursing students, McHan et al. (2022) found that choosing the
nursing profession was primarily driven by the desire to help people and a strong moral identity. These findings align with and
complement research by Knafo and Sagiv (2004), who found that individuals in enterprising roles (e.g., managers) tend to prioritize
self-enhancement more and self-transcendence less compared to those in social occupations (e.g., teachers), where employees strive to
move beyond their own self-interest, fostering empathy, altruism, and a sense of responsibility for others. Generally, the alignment of
values — including moral aspects such as care for others — is considered an important facet of decent work and supports the fulfillment
of self-determination needs, as posited in the psychology of working theory (Duffy et al., 2016).

In this context, another important construct in career literature is calling. This concept refers to a career orientation that centers
around vocational fulfillment through perceived significance along with personal values, passions, or societal contributions (Schabram
et al., 2023) and is closely related to prosocial attitudes and behaviors (Dik & Duffy, 2014; Michaelson & Tosti-Kharas, 2019). The
classic idea of calling emphasizes choosing purpose (i.e., calling dimension) over career advancement in terms of higher income or
status (i.e., career dimension). However, more recent conceptualizations suggest that these two orientations are not mutually
exclusive, as individuals with a sense of calling may seek to rise into positions of influence and power (Schabram et al., 2023). To the
extent that career calling includes altruism and creating an ethically valuable impact (Michaelson & Tosti-Kharas, 2019), it seems
inherently linked to moral capacities, particularly moral identity and high levels of moral ownership. While this alignment between
work and moral values holds the potential for deep career fulfillment, it also carries the risk of disappointment and frustration. Indeed,
Duffy et al. (2018) point out that even though individuals may recognize their calling, they cannot always pursue it due to limited
career opportunities.

Another area where morality may influence vocational choices is the identification of employment opportunities. Before joining a
new organization, people typically have preconceived ideas of the mission, values, and ethical orientation the organization stands for
(Chatman, 1989), particularly as one accumulates life and occupational experiences. Consequently, the synergy between fit
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perceptions, particularly ethical fit perceptions (Coldwell et al., 2019), and selecting suitable employment opportunities appear to be
interwoven with the extent to which an individual has achieved clarity in their moral values (i.e., recognizing what is meaningful and
what they value) and the strength of their moral identity. In this case, employees’ career decisions are also driven by how much they
can engage in work that aligns with their values, ideologies, and morals (Amundson et al., 2010). Conversely, our review revealed that
moral attributes may influence a job candidate’s attractiveness to the organization (Harris et al., 2022; Yam et al., 2021).

In addition to moral maturation, moral conation capacities may influence career decisions and opportunities. In a series of studies,
Kennedy and Kray (2014) found that female participants were more aversive to ethical compromises, representing higher levels of
moral ownership. As a consequence, they were more inclined to refrain from selecting careers in fields they associated with ethical
ambiguities and the potential requirement to compromise their moral values, such as business. These findings add a thought-provoking
dimension to the ongoing discussion about the underrepresentation of women in leadership and upper-echelon positions in business,
based on the distinct emphasis on moral integrity (Diekman et al., 2010).

It is plausible to assume that the influence of moral capacities on career decisions extends beyond the initial point of joining a new
organization. The process by which newcomers transition from organizational outsiders to accepted insiders is called organizational
socialization (Bauer & Erdogan, 2011). An important aspect of organizational socialization revolves around newcomers acquiring the
essential knowledge, skills, and behaviors necessary to effectively adjust to their new work environment. Importantly, this is a two-way
process in which the organization seeks to mold employees to meet organizational needs, while the individual may accept or reject the
organization’s influence attempts (Coldwell et al., 2019). Organizational newcomers who perceive an ethical misfit will likely seek
strategies for reinstating a sense of consistency, underscoring the relevance of theories addressing career adaptability. The theory of
work adjustment (Dawis & Lofquist, 1984) is a valuable framework for explicitly considering moral values for correspondence checks
between the individual and the job. Perceived misalignment may evoke different adjustment styles, such as leaving the organization or
engaging in proactive behaviors like ethical voice behavior (Huang & Paterson, 2017; Lee et al., 2017) or job crafting (Vogel et al.,
2016). However, in some cases, perceived misfit can also lead individuals to distance themselves from their current moral standards — a
phenomenon known as moral disengagement (Bandura et al., 1996; Newman et al., 2020). Research indicates that within contexts
characterized by elevated exposure to difficult moral dilemmas and conflicting demands, such as military operations, individuals with
a pronounced moral identity display a greater use of strategies associated with moral disengagement (de Graaff et al., 2020). This
paradox might arise from these individuals’ inclination to rectify deviations from their moral self-concept when confronted with
double-bind predicaments.

6.1.2. The dynamic development of moral capacities

The few studies in our review that address career options adopt a rather static approach, excluding a developmental perspective.
However, much like an individual’s career identity, which can evolve over time while remaining stable enough to support coherent
career choices (Sugiyama et al., 2024), new employees do not arrive with fixed moral characters. Actually, people differ in their beliefs
on whether individuals’ moral character is fixed or malleable, which apparently also impacts their moral self-regulation and subse-
quent behavior (Feng et al., 2023). Indeed, Hannah, Avolio, and May (2011) explicitly point out the malleability of moral capacities
through organizational efforts. Their work underscores social learning as a catalyst for moral development facilitated by immersive
and vicarious experiences. This encompasses exposure to diverse moral scenarios and conflicts, coupled with the influence of moral
role models and effective organizational reward and control systems. This aligns well with a recent review that acknowledges social
factors among individual differences to explain dynamic transitions between ethical and unethical behavior (Perkins et al., 2024).

Generally, behavioral ethics research corroborates the potential of organizational settings for ethical socialization, revealing robust
correlations between the ethical context in organizations and ethical (mis)conduct (Kish-Gephart et al., 2010; Trevino et al., 2014). For
example, employees in an ethical environment (i.e., ethical leaders and coworkers’ ethical behavior) are more likely to report un-
ethical conduct (Mayer et al., 2013) and engage in prosocial behaviors (Pircher Verdorfer et al., 2013). Conversely, work environments
with unethical leaders and toxic work climates have been shown to undermine moral behavior and growth (Hannah et al., 2013;
Priesemuth & Schminke, 2024). This emphasizes the interplay of personal and contextual factors, akin to the theory of work
adjustment (Dawis & Lofquist, 1984) and social cognitive theory (Lent et al., 1994) in career research.

Similar validation emerges from studies spotlighting professions guided by ethical codes, where shaping employees’ moral iden-
tities and moral judgment competencies becomes a distinct facet of professional and organizational socialization (Juujarvi & Myyry,
2022; Molewijk et al., 2008; Rest & Narvaez, 1994). In light of these findings, scholars advocate that organizations take a proactive
stance and include employees’ ethical development in their strategic agenda (Smith & Kouchaki, 2021). Meanwhile, evidence also
illustrates the potential decline of moral capacities in response to an unsupportive organizational context (Hren et al., 2011). Thus, it is
important to recognize that ethical codes are not self-sufficient; instead, they need to be integrated into a broader ethical culture within
the workplace (Banks, 1998).

6.1.3. Summary

The integrative synthesis indicates that both moral maturation and conation capacities play a significant role in individual career
decisions and subsequent career trajectories. Concurrently, the development of moral capacities seems intricately intertwined with
workplace experiences. Notably, they transcend mere ethical fit perceptions and self-selection mechanisms during job searches. It is
plausible to assume that their influence reverberates throughout one’s entire career, shaping the spectrum of career decisions that one
takes (e.g., voluntary job change) and career opportunities that one is afforded (e.g., promotion).
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6.2. Morality and subjective career success

Subjective career success is inherently entwined with the career decisions individuals make and the opportunities that come their
way. This connection is substantially influenced by the preferences and values that shape individual aspirations. Moral capacities can
be seamlessly integrated into this equation, even though they have been rarely assessed in previous research on the antecedents of
subjective career success (Ng & Feldman, 2014). Based on our review and related research, three key themes on the role of morality in
subjective career success emerged: (1) the extent to which moral fit determines subjective career success, (2) how the significance of
morality for subjective career success changes over time, and (3) the role of morally laden personality traits.

6.2.1. Moral fit and subjective career success

Our review indicates that individuals who can uphold their personal ethics within their organization and work environment tend to
experience greater satisfaction. Similar to Holland’s focus on personality-career fit (1997), the extent to which being moral is
important to one’s self-concept (i.e., moral identity) is likely an important determinant of perceived fit or misfit with specific career
opportunities and, therefore, also relevant for employees’ subjective career success. For example, Deeg and May (2022) show that
employees who exhibit professional moral courage are likely to experience higher levels of work meaningfulness and well-being — both
indicators of subjective career success (Spurk et al., 2019). At the same time, however, individuals’ heightened focus on morality might
intersect with their subjective career success, particularly in relation to their personal perception of the pace and extent of their desired
advancement. This scenario may arise when individuals perceive that their commitment to moral integrity and their stance against
moral compromises impede their prospects of moving forward in their careers. Nevertheless, based on theories that center careers
around the person and not the organization, such as protean career theory (Hall, 2004), it can be argued that individuals who manage
their careers guided by personal values rather than organizational rewards may benefit not only themselves but also their organi-
zations (Sultana & Malik, 2019).

6.2.2. The significance of morality over the career course

As for career options, the studies in our review that address subjective career success are based on a rather static, not develop-
mental, perspective. However, moral capacities are malleable and can change over time in response to workplace experiences
(Hannah, Avolio, & May, 2011). Upon entering an organization at a lower tier of the hierarchy, the pertinence of moral considerations
could at first be constrained by employees’ anticipation that ethical responsibility exclusively rests with management, where critical
decision-making transpires (Mujtaba & Sims, 2006). Insights derived from interviews with organizational newcomers (specifically
young professionals) indicate that ethical concerns tend to recede when explicit guidelines are in place, and decisions primarily
emanate from upper echelons (Zwarg et al., 2022). This observation may indicate limited moral maturation, more specifically, a
constrained ability to recognize and perceive the moral dimension within their work environment. Moreover, it can also reflect limited
moral conation capacities, wherein individuals are sensitive to moral issues but perceive neither an obligation (i.e., moral ownership)
nor the capability (i.e., moral efficacy) to take moral action. That said, if newcomers are not attuned to the ethical dimensions within
the workplace, moral considerations may not significantly influence subjective career success. Nevertheless, since moral capacities can
evolve over time, they are particularly relevant to career theories and frameworks emphasizing development and adaptability. This
includes concepts such as career maturity and adaptability in Super’s (1980) vocational development perspective and Savickas’s
(2005) career construction theory. Similarly, within protean (Hall, 2004) and boundaryless career perspectives (Defillippi & Arthur,
1994), ethical awareness may play an increasingly important role in defining success as individuals gain experience, take greater
control of their careers, and navigate ongoing changes.

6.2.3. Morally laden personality traits and subjective career success

A notable insight from our review is that morality in career research is often not directly examined through explicit, distinct
measures of moral capacities. Instead, it is addressed indirectly through individual difference variables relevant to morality (Cohen
et al., 2014; Cohen & Morse, 2014), such as specific personality traits (e.g., agreeableness or narcissism), which have been shown to
influence a person’s ethical decision-making and behavior (De Cremer & Moore, 2020; Kouchaki & Smith, 2025; Tenbrunsel & Smith-
Crowe, 2008; Trevino et al., 2014).

Personality refers to a set of enduring traits accounting for individual differences in behavior across time and situation. As such, it
comprehensively influences an individual’s objective life trajectory, including careers (McCrae & Costa Jr., 1996). A widely recognized
psychological framework portrays personality as encompassing five fundamental dimensions, referred to as the Big Five: extraversion,
conscientiousness, openness to experience, agreeableness, and neuroticism. Among these dimensions, conscientiousness, openness to
experience, and agreeableness have been identified as having a moral dimension, as they align with adopting and practicing a prin-
cipled ethical ideology (McAdams, 2009; McFerran et al., 2010; see also:Cohen et al., 2014; Cohen & Morse, 2014). These traits have
been associated with higher subjective career success, albeit with relatively modest effect sizes (Ng et al., 2005; Ng & Feldman, 2014;
Wilmot & Ones, 2022). Individuals high on these personality traits are also more likely to value altruism (Furnham et al., 2016) and
show organizational citizenship behaviors (OCB; Chiaburu et al., 2011). The motivation to serve others (i.e., an indicator of altruism)
holds positive relations for individuals’ career development (e.g., career adaptability), and they may be more optimistic about their
future work lives (Duffy & Raque-Bogdan, 2010).

Another set of morally laden personality traits centers on behaviors and attitudes that deviate from generally accepted social and
moral norms (Cohen & Morse, 2014; Cohen et al., 2014). These negative personality traits encompass characteristics such as
Machiavellianism, subclinical narcissism, and psychopathy and are commonly referred to as the dark triad of personality (Paulhus &



C. Zwarg et al. Journal of Vocational Behavior 160 (2025) 104127

Williams, 2002). The common core of these traits revolves around antisocial attributes like emotional coldness, deceitfulness, and
aggression (Furnham et al., 2013). Due to the interconnectedness of the three dark traits, particularly in terms of measurement,
untangling their distinct impacts on subjective career success is challenging. Collectively, they share a propensity to enhance self-
interest, positioning them as drivers of subjective career success primarily through attaining favorable objective career outcomes,
including prestigious positions and lucrative salaries. Although empirical investigations remain limited, a study conducted by Spurk
et al. (2016), which does not explicitly acknowledge the moral dimension of these traits, yielded noteworthy insights: The Machia-
vellian trait, characterized by manipulation and strategic exploitation, exhibited a positive association with subjective career success,
particularly in terms of career satisfaction. Conversely, narcissism did not demonstrate a consistent pattern in this regard. It is
conceivable that a sense of entitlement might impede satisfaction. On the other hand, psychopathy exhibited a negative correlation
with career satisfaction, possibly attributed to the heightened aggression and impulsiveness associated with it, leading to social re-
percussions that affect satisfaction levels adversely.

6.2.4. Summary

The integrative synthesis indicates that the relationship between morality and subjective career success hinges on the extent to
which an individual’s moral principles are woven into their self-concept. In addition, the moral dimension of specific individual
difference variables (e.g., personality traits) — one’s moral character (Cohen & Morse, 2014; Smith et al., 2024) — and their influence on
career decisions and success has yet to be acknowledged. We can conclude that a person’s moral identity plays a crucial role in how
individuals perceive their alignment, or lack thereof, with specific career situations, consequently shaping their subjective career
success (e.g., satisfaction). However, the developmental side of this relationship remains underexplored. This includes the changing
significance of morality in relation to one’s subjective career success over the course of an individual’s career.

6.3. Morality and objective career success

Building on our review and incorporating insights from related research, we explore the role of morality in objective career success
across two themes: (1) the interplay between morally laden personality traits and indicators of objective career success and (2) the
relationship between morality, leader emergence, and leadership behavior.

6.3.1. Morally laden personality traits and objective career success

When considering the relationship between moral personality and objective career success, findings are mixed, as specific traits
within this domain exhibit contrasting effects. Agreeableness consistently emerges as having a negative correlation with objective
career success indicators, such as salary and promotion (Judge et al., 2012; Ng et al., 2005). In contrast, the remaining dimensions of
moral personality — conscientiousness and openness to experiences — demonstrate small positive effects on objective career outcomes
(Ng et al., 2005). Also, the relationships of the related concepts of altruism and OCB with career outcomes appear more complex and
nuanced than previously understood. For instance, while altruism increases perceived leadership effectiveness, research indicates that
altruistic leaders seek promotion opportunities less often than non-altruistic leaders (Moss & Barbuto, 2010), although they may be
viewed as more promotable by their supervisors (Chan et al., 2024). Research on OCB suggests that task performance, measured by
time spent on core job duties, is more critical for objective career success, such as salary increases and promotions, than OCB (Bergeron
et al., 2013).

With regard to dark triad traits, the existing literature reports modest yet significant effects on objective career outcomes.
Narcissism and Machiavellianism have been identified in certain studies as being significantly related to tangible career outcomes such
as salary and promotion (Paleczek et al., 2018; Spurk et al., 2016). Conversely, the relationship between psychopathy and leadership
attainment remains ambiguous, though the prevailing evidence suggests a tenuous link at best (Landay et al., 2019).

6.3.2. Morality and leadership positions

Our review shows mixed findings on the relationship between individuals’ career stage and moral thought and behavior. Achieving
a leadership role is a common indicator of objective career success (Dries, 2011). Despite the popularity of ethical leadership in
research and practice, the role of morality as a determinant in leader emergence is notably underexplored (Badura et al., 2022; Zaccaro
et al., 2018). The insights garnered from the dark triad traits indicate that self-interest and a diminished sense of empathy might offer
subtle yet notable advantages in emerging as a leader. This is corroborated by other findings suggesting that possessing advanced
moral maturation capacities, like honesty and moral reasoning, does not enhance one’s chances of ascending to leadership roles
(Atwater et al., 1999; Kholin et al., 2020; Ogunfowora & Bourdage, 2014).

Research indicates that leaders’ moral capacities can greatly benefit individuals and organizations through exhibiting ethical
leadership (Jordan et al., 2013; Mansur et al., 2020; Olsen & Espevik, 2017). However, leaders might not always harness these ca-
pacities, prioritizing career advancement over ethical considerations. Actually, research suggests that as individuals ascend to higher
positions, they are less likely to oppose unethical practices compared to their lower-ranked counterparts (Kennedy & Anderson, 2017).
This tendency is posited to arise from these leaders’ stronger identification with their teams, making them more tolerant of the group’s
unethical behaviors. This mirrors the idea that individuals, including leaders within organizations, might sometimes resort to moral
disengagement to justify actions that benefit themselves, their teams, or their organization (Newman et al., 2020). Such patterns
underscore the potential trade-offs individuals might perceive between moral decision-making or behaviors and their career
advancement, which might also be reflected in their career identity when managing identity tensions (Sugiyama et al., 2024).
Interestingly, the perceptions from subordinates present a somewhat different narrative. A recent study by Giannella et al. (2022)
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found that followers valued the morality of a leader above their competence. In a similar vein, Rubin et al. (2010) looked at the
relationship between ethical leadership and promotability. Their findings revealed that leaders who demonstrated ethical behavior
were seen as having a greater potential for ascending to senior leadership roles in the long term. Intriguingly, this evaluative advantage
diminished when assessing immediate promotional prospects, leveling the playing field with their less morally oriented counterparts.
In line with this, meta-analytical research indicates that narcissistic employees are more likely to be promoted (but will not necessarily
be effective in a leadership role; Grijalva et al., 2015). Sometimes, there may be a mismatch between what organizations (and societies)
desire (i.e., ethical leaders) and what they receive (e.g., narcissistic leaders). Whereas ethical leaders might be more driven by the
purpose of their job and passion, narcissistic leaders might primarily strive for power (Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 2006). Even if, according
to Crossley et al. (2023), engagement in unethical behavior is a hindering factor for proactive managers to be promoted, such behavior
might not always become visible — for example, when managers kiss-up to superiors and kick-down on subordinates to advance their
careers (Gerpott & Van Quaquebeke, 2023). These patterns and their relationship with individuals’ morality could also align with more
recent integrative approaches, particularly the self-regulation model of career transitions, as specific moral capacities may become
more salient in the context of career transitions (Akkermans et al., 2024).

6.3.3. Summary

The integrative synthesis indicates that certain personality traits with moral connotations relate to objective career success in both
favorable and adverse ways. While the spotlight frequently falls on dark triad traits, there is a noticeable gap in comprehending how
moral capacities may influence objective career outcomes, especially in areas like compensation, promotions, and securing leadership
roles.

7. Ways forward: Possibilities for research on morality and careers

Drawing from the themes related to the three perspectives we explored (i.e., career options as well as subjective and objective
career success), we outline three future research directions (for a summary, see Table 2).

7.1. Direction 1: Moradlity-influenced career decisions and opportunities

Incorporating a systematic consideration of moral capacities can enrich research on career decisions and opportunities through two
main avenues. Firstly, a detailed examination can be undertaken to understand how employees with varying moral profiles navigate
their career choices and the subsequent implications for both subjective and objective career success. This line of inquiry is gaining
traction, especially in light of recent efforts to decipher specific attributes that make an organization more appealing to those with high
ethical standards, as opposed to those with lower ethical principles, characterized in terms of moral or dark personality traits (Wang
et al., 2023). The integration of moral capacities can facilitate a deeper exploration of questions related to self-selection processes.
While the ability to recognize moral issues and the depth of one’s moral identity seem particularly pertinent to the perceived appeal of
an organization, it is plausible that self-selection might also be swayed by moral conation capacities. Specifically, the decision to join
an organization may, to some extent, also depend on an individual’s confidence in their ability to uphold personal moral standards,
even when confronted with resistance and the risk of adverse consequences.

Another research avenue delves into how others, including decision-makers, such as HR professionals and managers, perceive and
assess the moral attributes of job applicants and employees. Specifically, examining whether these decision-makers grant or withhold
particular career opportunities based on perceived moral attributes will be a valuable pursuit. Drawing parallels with previous
research on role congruency (del Carmen Triana et al., 2023), it is plausible that moral individuals might face bias when vying for
particular roles or positions. This bias may arise from implicit theories and stereotypes implying their moral qualities do not fit the
conventional criteria for success in those roles (Dutz et al., 2022). Related to this, it will be fruitful to investigate the signals that
decision-makers rely on when making judgments about moral attributes (such as the moralization of certain characteristics; Kwon &
Sonday, 2024). It is plausible that individuals with a strong moral identity actively seek opportunities to present their moral

Table 2
Summary of future research directions.

Direction 1: Morality-influenced career decisions and opportunities

e Examine how moral profiles navigate career choices
o Investigate whether decision-makers grant or withhold particular career opportunities based on perceived moral attributes

Direction 2: The relationship between morality and career success

e Consider both an optimistic and pessimistic view on the relationship between morality and career success (i.e., morality as liability vs. resource)
e Clarifying the conditions under which each viewpoint applies, including their specific outcomes

Direction 3: Employees’ beliefs on the morality-career success relationship

e Investigate predominant beliefs about the link between morality and career success
e Consider different career stages for the development and impact of such beliefs
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characteristics to others (Winterich et al., 2013). Likewise, observable moral conation capacities like moral courage and speaking up
about moral concerns will likely serve as cues for forming impressions about an individual’s moral attributes.

Against this background, problems at both the individual and organizational level are addressed. By considering individuals’
morality in regard to career decisions and opportunities, we obtain a better understanding of how individuals choose a job, as well as
under which circumstances organizations value moral attributes and how they benefit from them.

7.2. Direction 2: The relationship between morality and career success

In our exploration of the nexus between morality and career success, two contrasting perspectives emerge: a pessimistic and an
optimistic view. Following the pessimistic hypothesis, morality can be perceived as a liability rather than an asset in the context of
career advancement. Individuals possessing strong moral capacities tend to be more principled. When it comes to career advancement,
this can sometimes lead to them being perceived as rigid, less adaptable, and potentially less efficient (Chen et al., 2024), especially in
contrast to employees who exhibit a certain level of moral flexibility — that is, a willingness to make situational compromises on their
moral principles (Liu et al., 2022). This pessimistic viewpoint may extend beyond environments that tolerate lower moral standards.
Even in organizations with strong moral missions, such as healthcare, religious institutions, or environmental protection, career
progression often involves high competition, which could potentially clash with strong moral principles. The optimistic hypothesis, on
the other hand, operates under the premise that morality serves as a valuable career resource, drawing from insights primarily rooted
in leadership research. Contemporary expectations, both within individuals and organizations, have been evolving to encompass moral
qualities as essential attributes of effective leaders (Schyns et al., 2020; Wilson et al., 2020). As this shift potentially translates into
tangible human resource practices, morality emerges as a significant competitive advantage in the realm of career advancement
(Gardner & Holloway, 2019). Future research should actively seek to merge both pessimistic and optimistic viewpoints, concentrating
on clarifying the conditions under which each perspective applies, including their specific outcomes. By doing so, researchers can
disentangle predictable situational forces that determine whether and to what extent an individual’s morality acts as a catalyst or a
hindrance to their career success (both subjective and objective). Related to this, it will be essential to investigate the relative
importance of distinct moral capacities when predicting career success and how these differential effects might differ across various
contexts and career stages.

Deepening our understanding of the relationship between morality and career success is crucial for tackling pressing societal
challenges. Given the profound influence of organizations within our societal framework, they bear a responsibility to actively address
contemporary issues such as sustainability, migration, and gender equality. Central to this effort is the presence of ethical leaders at the
helm, especially in top-management positions. These leaders shape positive employee behavior and promote ethical organizational
cultures (Rice et al., 2021). However, suppose moral individuals face obstacles in their careers, fail to influence organizations
meaningfully, or become disengaged and distant from their roles (Hu et al., 2022) — in that case, it poses a significant risk to our social
and economic advancement (George et al., 2016). Thus, a fruitful direction for future research is to enhance our understanding of how
individuals with a strong sense of ethical calling advance into positions of greater prominence and power (Schabram et al., 2023).

7.3. Direction 3: Employees’ beliefs on the morality-career success relationship

An important aspect of discerning how moral capacities influence individual careers lies in individuals’ perceptions and beliefs
about the role of morality in their careers. Specifically, we suggest that individuals maintain taken-for-granted beliefs, that is, implicit
theories about the potential benefits or pitfalls of moral capacities concerning their careers. These implicit theories are not merely
organized representations of career-relevant stimuli but significantly influence behavior (Anderson & Lindsay, 1998; Dweck et al.,
1995). The implicit belief that career advancement either favors moral capacities or necessitates sidelining them will likely have a
substantial effect on career aspirations and choices, especially among those with a pronounced moral identity. In a similar vein, such
implicit theories can either stimulate or dampen moral conation capacities, that is, the motivation to act morally. If individuals
perceive moral capacities as a career asset, they are more inclined to feel responsible for taking moral actions, such as engaging in
ethical voice behavior. Conversely, their sense of moral ownership and courage might diminish if they perceive morality as detri-
mental. Furthermore, individuals’ beliefs about the morality of business and organizations will also affect what they expect from their
organization and its members with respect to moral and ethical conduct — an aspect that has been missing from the literature on
expectations toward organizations (e.g., Dean et al., 1988; Padgett et al., 2005; Wanous et al., 1992). Thus, individuals may have
different thresholds for dissatisfaction, which may also vary throughout their careers.

Implicit theories form throughout an individual’s life via direct experiences and observing others (Anderson & Lindsay, 1998). This
process can take root early in life (Ayman-Nolley & Ayman, 2005). It is plausible that as children and adolescents grow in their un-
derstanding of morality and career pursuits, they begin to form implicit beliefs about both. Initial experiences often stem from family
dynamics and schooling, with these beliefs solidifying further during higher education. As individuals transition into the workforce,
these implicit theories will likely become more defined, especially when observing the interplay between moral actions and the
associated career outcomes. Thus, it will be important in future research to investigate the development and impact of these implicit
career theories over time and across different career stages. Early career experiences can produce mixed effects. Individuals might feel
a genuine alignment with their moral values or recognize a potential negative impact on their career progression. As such, shifts in
moral maturation and conation capacities may increasingly become a function of heightened feelings of career uncertainty.

This research direction delves into issues primarily at the individual level. Key findings could clarify if individuals’ beliefs align
with the empirical connection between morality and career success. Moreover, it would elucidate scenarios where objective career
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success might diverge from subjective success. For instance, some individuals may refrain from assertive career pursuits, associating
them with immorality (Kennedy & Kray, 2014). Such individuals might still feel subjectively successful despite not achieving pro-
motions or substantial salary increments (e.g., the nice person may be “poor but happy”; Kay & Jost, 2003). However, abstaining from
these opportunities can come with economic (missing out on promotions and higher salaries) and psychological (limited access to
psycho-social resources) costs rooted in their beliefs.

7.4. Further considerations for future research and practice

Finally, we propose two important directions for future research to address practical concerns: developing effective methods for
adopting morality variables in career research and practice, and exploring ways to integrate morality into career counseling.

7.4.1. Measurement of morality in careers

In the organizational behavioral ethics literature, established measurement scales exist to assess different moral capacities,
including moral awareness (Reynolds, 2006), moral identity (Self-Importance of Morality Questionnaire; Aquino & Reed, 2002), moral
judgment (DIT-2; Rest, Narvaez, Thoma, & Bebeau, 1999), and moral potency (Hannah & Avolio, 2010). While these measures may be
suitable to empirically investigate the relationship of interindividual differences with relevant career processes and outcomes, they
may need refinement to be contextualized for career research (e.g., reframed as a career competency; Talluri et al., 2024) and to be
more sensitive to intraindividual developmental processes (e.g., induced by a specific organizational context) and their consequences
over a career.

In the career literature, research on work and career values (Ros et al., 1999; Super, 1970) has predominantly focused on job-
related personal preferences, despite occasional attempts to integrate moral components into the understanding of work values
(Dose, 1997). This moral dimension appears to be overshadowed in foundational theories that classify and measure work values (e.g.,
Dawis & Lofquist, 1984; Super, 1970; Super, 1980) and remains underexplored in more recent frameworks, such as the integrative
career values model by Abessolo et al. (2021). Future research could build on these efforts by adapting existing measures to explicitly
include moral or ethical aspects. This line of research could benefit from integrating concepts that explore both the extent and strength
of individuals’ commitment to moral values in guiding their judgments and behavior. While we framed moral content in this study
around showing concern for others and avoiding harm, it has been shown that individuals differ in their adherence to idealistic versus
relativistic moral perspectives (Forsyth et al., 2008). Some people prioritize absolute moral principles (idealism), emphasizing harm
avoidance as a universal guideline, while others adopt a more situational approach (relativism), viewing harm as sometimes un-
avoidable. Future studies should examine how these ethical ideologies evolve over time and how they differentially shape career
decisions across various career stages and contexts.

7.4.2. Practical implications for career counseling

Integrating morality and career research holds practical relevance for career counseling. Although we are not aware of intervention
studies, it is plausible to assume that integrating individuals’ reflections on morality into counseling can positively affect vocational
outcomes such as work-related well-being and career success. Clients can benefit from exploring their morality. For example,
counselor-guided self-exploration and self-construction activities, as proposed in career construction theory (Savickas, 2013), can help
individuals better understand their moral maturation and conation capacities and how these influence their vocational experience and
choices. This understanding can guide their self-directed career development. For example, a person with a high moral identity or
ownership may have career ambitions but hesitate to take on a managerial role (see Kennedy & Kray, 2014). In such cases, a consultant
can help identify ways to develop relevant moral conation capacities, such as moral self-efficacy, enabling them to achieve their career
goals while upholding their moral standards. This seems as important as helping clients perceive and live out a calling in their work
(Dik & Duffy, 2014). A framework that considers both personal and contextual factors will be beneficial to guide the counseling
process. Approaches may be inspired by identifying and exploring altruistic motives (e.g., see suggested reflective questions for
counseling by Rottinghaus & Andrews, 2014). We encourage scholars and practitioners to collaborate in developing and testing such
interventions, as we believe these approaches already exist to some extent in practice.

8. Conclusion

Our primary objective in this article was to systematically explore and subsequently bridge the existing divide between the
literature on individuals’ morality and career outcomes. The analysis of key career theories and concepts, followed by our systematic
literature review, evinced this disparity, steering our efforts to consolidate existing research regarding the dynamics between morality
and career trajectories. Grounded in our findings, we have articulated three avenues for future research, focusing on (1) the influence
of morality in shaping career decisions and opportunities, (2) the relationship between morality and career success, and (3) employees’
implicit beliefs about this relationship. Given the implications for individual, organizational, and societal tiers, integrating this fresh
perspective on morality and career outcomes is paramount. We encourage researchers to pursue this avenue in subsequent studies.
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