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Abstract
Moral identity and moral dissonance in business ethics have explored tensions relating to moral self-identity and the pressures
for identity compartmentalization in the workplace. Yet, the connection between these streams of scholarship, spirituality at
work, and business ethics is under-theorized. In this paper, we examine the Quaker tradition to explore how Quakers’ interpret
moral identity and negotiate the moral dissonance associated with a divided self in work organizations. Specifically, our study
illuminates that while Quakers’ share a tradition-specific conception of “Quaker morality” grounded in Quaker theology and
the Quaker testimonies to truth, integrity, peace, equality, and simplicity, they often foreground the pursuit of an undivided
self through seeking work that enables an expression of Quaker moral identity, or by resigning from work organizations that
do not. In most cases, however, Quakers’ face moral dissonance at work and engage in either identity compartmentalization and draw upon the metaphor of a ‘spiritual journey’ as a form of self-justification, or reframe, compartmentalize and
engage in work tasks that are both subjectively moral and meaningful. We present a model that elaborates these negotiation
processes and invite further research that examines how the spiritual traditions influence moral identity construction at work.
Keywords Moral identity · Moral dissonance · Compartmentalization · Spirituality · Quaker

Introduction
The theoretical puzzle of how individuals negotiate moral
identity and moral dissonance in business contexts has been
investigated widely. For example, existing scholarship has
stressed how moral identity is moderated by self-justification
and affirmation (Leavitt et al. 2016; Lowell 2012; McFerranet al. 2010; Shao et al. 2008; Weaver 2006), and how
individuals reframe behavior and action to fit with embedded moral ethics through a process of motivated reasoning
(Kish-Gephart et al. 2014; Noval and Hernandez 2019;
Zheng et al. 2019). However, the existing business ethics
literature has largely disregarded how spiritual traditions
connect to moral identity and moral dissonance at work,
although with some notable exceptions (McGhee and Grant
2017; Rozuel 2011; Rozuel and Kakabadse 2012; Vitellet al.
2016; Vu 2019; Vu and Tran, 2019).
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This disregard is somewhat puzzling given that morals and ethics are deeply embedded in many spiritual and
religious traditions (e.g., Corner 2009; Sheep 2006). Perhaps one possible explanation is that much of the spirituality at work literature has often remained uncritical and
regards spirituality as a source of wholeness (Neal 1997;
Sheep 2006) and an enabler of an integrated self-identity
that underscores the idea of bringing a whole self to work.
These kinds of conceptualizations often fail to adequately
recognize that adherence to the teaching of many spiritual
traditions often creates a high magnitude of moral dissonance for individuals in the workplace that can result in
often painful and uncomfortable experiences (Rozuel 2011;
Vu 2019). How spiritual practitioners negotiate moral dissonance is a significant gap in the business ethics literature,
and this motivated us to unpack how individuals interpret
their tradition-specific moral identity and negotiate moral
dissonance at work. We draw upon moral identity and moral
dissonance theory (e.g., Holland et al. 2002; Lowell 2012)
and examine UK Quakers1 in work organizations. By doing
1

This study examines UK Quakers. While Quakers’ share similar
testimonies throughout the world, Quaker theology has varied inter-
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so, we locate Quakerism within MacIntyre’s conception of
a tradition (MacIntyre 1988), and argue that the Quaker testimonies to truth, integrity, peace, simplicity and equality
represent both a “storied and shared tradition” (Burton et al.
2018, p. 360) and have some resemblance to a set of virtues
(Scully 2009) that connect an individuals’ moral identity to
Quaker moral identity in an uncommonly direct way. While
Quakerism emphasizes a constancy and continuity between
the spiritual and social life, Quakers, like other religious
and/or spiritual practitioners, are nevertheless not immune
to experiencing moral dissonance.
We interviewed 34 Quaker manager-practitioners in the
UK. To signpost our contribution, we uncover that while
a Quaker moral identity is widely understood as a fusion
of self, God and community, the work organization context
presents significant challenges to sustaining an adherence to
Quaker moral identity. We contribute to the moral identity
literature in three important ways: first, we extend existing
literature that has reported how spiritual practitioners pursue
an undivided self through seeking a type of work that enables an expression of moral identity. In our study, spiritual
practitioners more often preserved Quaker moral identity by
outright disengaging from the work context, and we found
many examples of exiting the organization and resignation
in order to pursue alternative career choices. Second, we
advance an understanding of moral identity in two distinctive ways: (1) we show how Quakers pursued either agentic
negotiation strategies associated with identity compartmentalization, drawing upon the metaphor of a ‘spiritual
journey’ as a form of self-justification for a divided moral
identity and work identity; and (2) rather than dividing the
self, we highlight how many Quakers compartmentalized
and engaged only in work tasks that were perceived as moral
and meaningful, while morally disengaging from others,
suggesting a subjectively moral, rather than individuated,
perspective to finding meaning in work.
Our paper is structured as follows: first, we locate our
study in the moral identity and moral dissonance literature.
Second, we briefly describe UK Quaker theology and tradition. Third, we elaborate our research method, and present
our findings with example quotations from our participants.
Fourth, we present a discussion of our findings and introduce
our model. Lastly, we conclude with practical implications,
and pathways and directions for future research.

Footnote 1 (continued)
pretations. In this study, we assume a “Liberal Quaker” theology
(Dandelion 2004).
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Moral Identity and Moral Dissonance
Moral identity is constructed in social contexts (Nelson
2011) through connection to and inclusion in specific communities (Bauman 1993). It refers to the extent to which
individuals value a moral self-image and relate it to self-concept; it is a “kind of self-regulatory mechanism that motivates moral action” (Aquino and Reed 2002, p. 1423), and
which influences ethical judgments (Weaver 2006; Trevino
et al. 2006). When individuals have high levels of moral
identity, they tend to value internalized moral standards
and behave ethically and pro-socially (Detert et al. 2008;
Reynolds and Ceranic 2007), drawing upon high levels of
moral self-regulation (Aquino and Reed 2002; Zheng et al.
2019). On the other hand, individuals with low levels of
moral identity may use self-serving justifications for individualistic or unethical behavior (Gino and Ariely 2012).
For instance, Sanders et al. (2018) found that lower levels of
moral identity affects managers’ motivation to act selflessly,
while managers with higher levels of moral identity are more
likely to engage in ethical behavior.
Studies show that high levels of moral identity encourage
individuals to see and judge the world through a moral lens,
influencing attitudes, emotions and reactions (Aquino et al.
2011; Greenbaum et al. 2013; Jennings et al. 2015; Saunders et al. 2018; Zheng et al. 2019). As individuals engage
in moral reasoning, self-regulatory mechanisms such as
guilt and self-censure are activated to constrain individuals
from engaging in unethical behavior. Individuals choose to
maintain their values and beliefs that they consider good
and moral (Bandura 1986; Batson et al. 2003; Cooper
2001; Haidt 2001; Haidt and Kesebir 2010; Tsang 2002)
to preserve their appearance of morality. However, a conscious negotiation may be necessary when moral identity is
exposed or open to question.
Moral dissonance arises when individuals with strong
moral identity bow to contextual pressures to act unethically (Aquino and Backer 2005; Stets and Carter 2011),
which threatens their self-esteem and induces psychological discomfort (Baumeister 1988; Mesdachinia et al. 2019).
According to Festinger’s (1957) cognitive dissonance thesis,
inconsistencies in attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors lead to a
state of cognitive dissonance, explaining how individuals
negotiate and react to their own moral violations (Aqunino and Backer 2005; Moser 1988). In order to reduce it,
individuals tend to moderate their actions or articulate selfjustifications for their unethical action (Lowell, 2012). In
other words, cognitive dissonance can sometimes trigger
self-justification, leading to a reappraisal of motives and
self-concept in seeking to rationalize dissonant behavior.
Similarly, moral dissonance tends to arise when individuals
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activate self-justification in response to something against
their inherent sense of morality (Hauser 2007).
Contextual cues, such as the work organization, can also
affect the way in which individuals think about morality
(Leavitt et al. 2016), and which can cause high levels of
moral dissonance. To moderate such dissonance, individuals tend to adopt strategies such as impression management
as a form of self-justification (Cooper 2007; Holland et al.
2002; Lowell 2012), or self-affirmation as a form of moral
rationalization that allow individuals to convince themselves
that their unethical choice is consistent with moral standards
(Tsang, 2002). Alternatively, as noted in a recent study by
Mesdachinia et al. (2019), individuals with a strong moral
identity that is in conflict with contextual cues can choose
to leave the situation to restore their self-esteem and moral
identity (Aquino and Becker 2005; Stets and Carter 2011).

Compartmentalization
When individuals experience moral dissonance it can often
lead to identity compartmentalization (Bandura 1986, 1991,
2001, 2006) which challenges the cultivation of an integrated
moral identity, since individuals tend to decouple their
internalized moral standards from external actions (Moore
2015) in order to rationalize and justify unethical or immoral
behavior without guilt or self-censure (Bandura 1986). In
other words, compartmentalization divides the self, depriving individuals of their moral strength (Rozuel 2011) and
adherence to virtue (MacIntyre 1999). This kind of compartmentalization causes, either consciously or unconsciously,
individuals to censor moral values creating a moral void that
disengages with moral agency and puts pressure on moral
identity (Rozuel 2011; Rozuel and Kakabadse 2010). Such
censorship of moral identity presents a threat to the pursuit
of a whole self (Gosis and Kortezi 2008) as it can separate
values and ethics that are deemed inappropriate and irrelevant to the work context (Rozuel and Kakabadse 2010). For
example, individuals may be empathetic in particular roles
and contexts, such as home and social life, and yet engage in
non-empathetic behaviors in the work organization context
(MacIntyre 1999) where different rules of the game apply
(Carr 1968).
Compartmentalization is exacerbated by many work
organization contexts. Contemporary organizations are
socially complex, which sometimes tempt individuals to
comply with organizational moral norms encouraging selfjustification. Self-regulation of morality is not determined
by internal factors alone, but in the process of social interaction with and through others (Newman et al. 2019). This
process explains how corrupt behaviors are often normalized in organizations due to organizational structures and
culture (Ashforth and Anand 2003; Moore2008; Vu 2019).
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According to Bandura (1986), unethical behaviors are examples of failed self-regulatory processes where individuals
have internalized organizational values to regulate and guide
behavior. As a result, the work organization context tempts
individuals to compartmentalize self-identity to function
adaptively within it (Showers and Zeigler-Hill 2007).
Spirituality has been suggested as incorporating virtue
(Cavanagh and Bandsuch 2002; Gotsis and Kortezi 2008)
and as one means to resist identity compartmentalization, as spiritual practice deeply embeds moral and ethical conceptualizations of self (Corner 2009; Sheep 2006;
Zhao and Biesta 2011) and helps to construct whole and
authentic selves (Kinjersky and Skrypnek 2004; Neal 1999,
2000). However, spiritual individuals are not immune from
identity compartmentalization and self-justification. For
example, Brophy (2015) argues that in business contexts
that advance economic interests, spiritual individuals compartmentalize their deeply held values to resolve workplace
tensions. Similarly, in recent studies (Vu 2019; Vu and Tran
2019), Buddhist practitioners in work organization contexts
justified their involvement in unethical bribery acts by using
karmic reasoning as a utilitarian approach that foregrounded
ends over means. The over-riding rationale that Buddhist
practitioners articulated for using karmic reasoning to justify compartmentalization is that they have to be skillful
and contextually sensitive to deal with unethical practices
beyond their individual control.

The Quaker Tradition
Quakers have a history of over 350 years in the UK and a
long-standing record of producing responsible businesses
(Burton and Turnbull 2019; Walvin 1997). Its theology is
diverse, varied and ‘liquid’ (Collins and Dandelion 2014),
although central to Quakerism is the idea of the Light Within
implanted by God in every person and a readiness to answer
that of God in another (Dandelion 2004). Quakers tend not
to worship a defined deity, widely reject the sacred/secular
binary, and have no priesthood or other formalized hierarchy
(Muers and Burton 2019), acknowledging the priesthood of
all believers (Cranmer 2003).
Quakerism has Christian roots; however, its theology
gives primacy to the interaction between individual and
community experience (Muers and Burton 2019), guided
and shaped by the Quaker testimonies to peace, truth, integrity, simplicity, and equality. The testimonies are “storied
and shared traditions” (Burton et al. 2018, p. 360) that promote ethical ideals to indicate the good life and show how
to build a better world. In Quaker Studies, Scully (2009)
reported that virtue ethics is the preferred ethical framework
for UK Quakers, and that Quakers would reject a deontological or utilitarian approach to ethics due to a rejection of
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epistemic closure (Dandelion 2004) and the primacy that
Quakers grant to personal experience and experiential ways
of knowing over creed or scripture (Muers 2015). Further,
the value Quakers’ place on social justice is unlikely to sit
comfortably with utilitarian ethics. For Quakers, moral identity arises out of this storied and shared tradition of behavioral ethics (Wagner-Tsukamoto 2008). While the continuity
of spiritual and social life is central to “Quaker morality,”
the Quaker testimonies are normative and yet allow space
for an individual interpretation of the good life. In other
words, moral dissonance has the potential to occur in the
space between the context-embedded and normative ‘rules
of the game’ and the ‘moves of the games’ made by individuals (see Hodgson 2006, p 9).
As Robson (2015) noted, traditions of virtue ethics
become traditions by developing over time a set of virtues
that become synonymous with that particular tradition. Religious and spiritual traditions have been the focus of some
work in business ethics, for instance Islam (Rice 1999),
Confucianism (Koehn 2019), Buddhism (Vu 2019), and
Catholicism (Bernacchio 2019). According to Moore and
Beadle (2006), virtues and the traditions in which they are
located are best understood in context. The Quaker tradition is characterized by its theology and the expression of
that theology in a social (non-Quaker) context through the
Quaker testimonies. The testimonies represent the collective
experience of Quakers revealed throughout history and are
published and revised every generation or so by Quakers in
Britain to provide inspiration and challenge to individual
Quakers in their daily lives as part of a continuing process.
It is from this perspective that we now turn to ground our
investigation in the Quaker tradition.

Methodology
We collected interview data from individuals who described
themselves as having a managerial role in an organization
in the UK. We selected thirty-four participants from across
twenty-three for-profit organizations in a number of different
industries and sectors. The participants were either formal
members or regular attenders of a UK Quaker meeting associated with the Religious Society of Friends (Quakers), and
all participants were recruited at a UK Quakers & Business
conference held in London in 2017. The list of participants
is shown in Table 1.
Each interview was conducted in a private meeting room
for about one hour at the participants’ workplace. We began
the semi-structured interviews by describing to participants
that we were interested in “self-identity” and “tensions in
self-identity at work” to locate the discussion within our
research interests. However, we allowed any connection to
spirituality, morality or ethics to emerge during the interview
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process. The semi-structured interviews lasted around one
hour and were conducted and transcribed by the lead author
during 2018.
Template analysis was used to analyze the textual data.
Our coding followed the approach developed by King (1998,
2004) which has gained traction in multiple disciplines such
as psychology, sociology, healthcare, and management and
organization studies (e.g., Burton and Galvin 2018; Waring and Wainwright 2008). Template analysis is a distinct
and flexible type of thematic analysis that emphasizes hierarchal coding but balances structure with the flexibility to
adapt it to the needs of a particular research study (King
2004). Preferring to allow themes to emerge from the data,
we avoided pre-defining a priori codes. We created a template that enabled us to examine similarities and differences
in themes. The templates were often modified during the
data analysis phase. For example, we deleted various codes,
merged lower level codes together, and changed the position
of some codes in the template as the data analysis process
continued. Where new themes emerged or other changes
to the templates were made, previously analyzed interview
transcripts were re-examined, and this iterative process continued ad-finetum. Finally, we were able to identify integrative themes that permeated most of the data, and these integrative themes are used to structure our findings to follow.
The final template and examples of coding text to themes is
shown in Table 2.

Findings
Interpretation of Quaker Moral Identity and Quaker/
Work Identity Alignment
The Quaker manager-practitioners in our study highlighted
that moral identity is often constructed in relational and
social contexts. For example, participants commented that:
[…] my moral self-hood is constructed in relation
to others; I am a relational being. I am only distinguishable from others by reference to my ego, and my
attempts at its suppression. (Q2, UK2)
God and I are inseparable. My morals are his morals.
I try to live this out in my daily life as best I can. But
I am not God, I am human, flawed, vulnerable, weak
(Q18, UK11)
My ‘self’ is a member of God’s precious community - an emanation of the divine power of creation.
With the spiritual grounding of Quakerism, I feel
my own thoughts, attitudes, and behaviors are more
wholesome, and somehow better. My interpersonal
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Table 1  Respondents’
characteristics
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Person reference

Gender

Position

Company
reference

Sector

Q1
Q2
Q3
Q4
Q5
Q6
Q7
Q8
Q9
Q10
Q11
Q12
Q13
Q14
Q15
Q16
Q17
Q18
Q19
Q20
Q21
Q22
Q23
Q24
Q25
Q26
Q27
Q28
Q29
Q30
Q31
Q32
Q33
Q34

M
M
F
F
F
M
F
F
F
M
F
F
M
M
F
F
F
M
M
M
M
M
F
M
M
F
M
F
M
M
F
F
F
F

Production Manager
General Manager
Store Manager
Assistant Store Manager
Marketing Manager
Marketing Manager
Theater Manager
Marketing Manager
Consultant
Trustee
IT Manager
Governance Manager
Campaign manager
Investment Manager
Director
Marketing Head
Membership Manager
Head
Consultant
Lawyer
Lawyer
Grants officer
Manager
Manager
Director
Executive Assistant
Manager
Director
Non-executive
Production Manager
Company Secretary
Executive Assistant
Manager
Manager

UK1
UK2
UK3
UK3
UK4
UK4
UK5
UK5
UK6
UK6
UK6
UK7
UK7
UK8
UK9
UK10
UK10
UK11
UK12
UK13
UK13
UK14
UK15
UK16
UK17
UK18
UK19
UK20
UK21
UK22
UK22
UK22
UK23
UK23

Chemicals
Hospitality
Retail
Retail
Publishing
Charity
Arts
Arts
Management consultancy
Charity
Management consultancy
Charity
Charity
Financial services
Property
Charity
Charity
Enterprise
Management consultancy
Law
Law
Charity
Hotel
Hotel
Conferencing
Conferencing
Conferencing
Financial Services
Financial services
Manufacturing
Manufacturing
Manufacturing
Hospitality
Hospitality

connection with others and God is an inward reflection of my identity (Q4, UK3)
Selfhood is the Christian soul, and not inseparable
[…] (Q24, UK16).
In these examples, Quaker moral identity centers around
narratives to do with self-identity as a fusion of self, God/
spirit, and community that firmly represents the Quaker
theological commitment to recognizing and responding to
God/spirit in another and the idea of the Light Within. In
other words, individuals recognize that self-hood is nonseparable from God/spirit within, and non-separable from
God/spirit in another.

In line with much of the SAW literature, participants also
remarked upon the continual search for wholeness and unity
in the workplace, and of the effort to avoid identity compartmentalization. Further, self-wholeness was recognized as a
goal attained through personal growth and self-transformation. For instance,
Self-identity is a contradictory notion. It is, on the one
hand, a wholeness that is connected to all things in the
universe. Yet, it is unique, temporary yet immortal. It
is physical, and yet it isn’t my body. It can grow and
transform. Its essence is as a gifter and receiver of love
and respect (Q15, UK9)
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Selfhood is the Christian soul, and not inseparable […] the self
is connected to the infinite, to God, and a higher power within.
It is the universal and essential part of us that is our soul connected to all others, and to life
Quaker values are central to how I see myself at work, and how
others see me. They are core to work
My moral self-hood is constructed in relation to others; I am
a relational being. I am only distinguishable from others by
reference to my ego, and its suppression
My Quaker values and my journey help inform my discernment
– I moved jobs to transform my outlook. I cannot any longer
accept poor practice. I resigned over the poor treatment of
others
I used to work in the investment industry. I just could not square
it with my morals. One day, I had enough and just left. I
was asked to make thirty of my team redundant, but with no
redundancy budget. In other words, I had to manage them
out of the door. It was heart-breaking, all in the name of costcutting to improve the bottom line
I find it especially troubling to live out the Quaker testimonies
at work. For example, how do I adhere to the principle of
equality in a hierarchal organization? How do I be truthful in
all matters, at all times, when the organization rewards commercial dishonesty and pursuing individual aims? How can
I feel comfortable when gender and ethnicity lack diversity?
How can we justify the high pay of senior managers?
I try to bring myself, as a Quaker, to work, but I doubt whether I
can make a real difference in organizational life. I have always
tried, but often not succeeded, in carrying my personal standards of behavior into the workplace. I guess my real work is to
bring my real self to work
George Fox said, ‘Wear thy sword for as long as you can.’ What
he meant was to wear a sword until you can no longer justify
it yourself. I feel that way about my work. I justify it to myself
on the basis I have to pay the bills. But, one day I hope to
make more progress of my journey as a Quaker
I try to spend my time at work on things that nurture my soul
and the community. I volunteer, I get involved in community
work, in outreach, and other things that support my Quaker
faith. I do as little of my real job as I can get away with
It is awful. So macho and bonus-driven. I try to avoid it. I only
put up my hand up for projects that build God’s kingdom

Interpretation of moral identity

How would you describe your self-identity in your organization?
What identity tensions do you face at work?

Work compartmentalization

Identity compartmentalization

Example verbatim quotation

Integrative theme

Research Questions

Table 2  Coding template and themes
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I try to find a wholeness, unity, not a fragmented self.
A whole self enables me to bring love and respect to
work, to modify my attitudes and action. Improvement
is integral, I don’t have all the answers, but any transformational change has to encompass spirit, mind and
body so that I can express love, kindness, gratitude,
and build God’s kingdom on Earth. (Q2, UK2)
Many participants also elaborated how the practice of being
a Quaker was located at the heart of the process through
which self-identity is shaped. The practice of attending a
‘Quaker meeting’ was frequently referred to as an integral
part of Quaker identity and as a spiritual mode through
which a moral self could be ‘re-centered.’ For example,
Silence and turning inwards is the process through
which I deeply listen to God and that of God in others.
These moments can be divine, and help me take my
ego out of the equation (Q17, UK10)
Silence and stillness permit my moral self through
prayer or meditation (Q16/UK10)
I refresh myself through daily prayer, meditation,
reading scripture, and oftentimes I practice yoga. This
helps me re-center my ‘self,’ and to rid myself of the
moral dust of the world (Q32, UK22)
For many participants, the Quaker testimonies provided the
moral guidance for individual and social action in the world.
Adherence to the Quaker testimonies was judged by many
participants as central to their workplace identity. Examples
include:
Quaker testimonies allow me to focus on the bigger
picture in work. What’s really important beyond the
minutiae. My real work at work is to live out those
testimonies (Q17, UK10)
By fusing my professional and spiritual life, I now
work entirely from a perspective of wholeness and
service in life. I work with mindfulness and compassion. I emphasize integrity and values- led behavior,
I question taken-for-granted practices, and have a real
concern for equality and everyone having a voice. The
Quaker testimonies are my guide (Q6, UK4)
Many participants referred to sustaining Quaker moral identity as important as a way to align moral identity and work
identity. For example:
Quaker values are central to how I see myself at work,
and how others see me. They are core to work (Q10,
UK6)
Quaker values strongly influence my approach to my
work life. I see myself as leading the organization
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towards positive change. The Quaker testimonies guide
me in this endeavor. (Q13, UK7)
Quakerism guides my choice of employment. I currently work for a charity and have scope to live out my
values at work by working in service of others with
less power and privilege (Q22, UK14)
These examples show how Quaker testimonies and Quaker
spiritual practice shape and inform moral identity through
a morally reflexive practice of stillness, silence, prayer and
meditation, and highlight the way in which the Quaker testimonies guide action in the service of the ‘good life.’

Quaker/Work Identity Dissonance
The participants pursued various strategies to minimize
moral dissonance. A number of participants narrated examples of a high magnitude of moral dissonance that resulted in
exiting the organization and resignation as a way to preserve
Quaker moral identity. For example, one participant commented that he had resigned over poor management practice,
My Quaker values and my journey help inform my
discernment – I moved jobs to transform my outlook. I
cannot any longer accept poor practice. I resigned over
the poor treatment of others (Q33, UK23)
A further participant recounted his experience of work practices in the investment management sector that resulted in
his resignation,
I used to work in the investment industry. I just could
not square it with my morals. One day, I had enough
and just left. I was asked to make thirty of my team
redundant, but with no redundancy budget. In other
words, I had to manage them out of the door. It was
heart-breaking, all in the name of cost-cutting to
improve the bottom line (Q2, UK2)

Quaker/Work Identity Compartmentalization
Despite the Quaker testimonies encouraging the ‘right’
moral disposition, Quaker manager-practitioners continually
remarked about the tensions and dissonance associated with
‘living out’ the good life in the workplace. The following
example indicates the tensions experienced when adhering
to the Quaker testimonies to equality and truth.
I find it especially troubling to live out the Quaker
testimonies at work. For example, how do I adhere to
the principle of equality in a hierarchal organization?
How do I be truthful in all matters, at all times, when
the organization rewards dishonesty and individualism? How can I feel comfortable without diversity?
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How can I justify the high pay of senior managers?
(Q20, UK13)
Sometimes, I just want to up and leave. I struggle
with the very idea of business, as it is predicated
upon deceit, making profits and not pursuing the
common good. I just have to live with it the best I
can (Q1, UK1).
In a number of examples, participants referred to the need
to compartmentalize self-identity into a Quaker moral
identity and a work identity in order to cope with moral
dissonance in the workplace. For instance, one participant
recounted the struggle of bringing a ‘real self’ to work,
I try to bring myself, as a Quaker, to work, but I
doubt whether I can make a real difference in organizational life. I have always tried, but often not succeeded, in carrying my personal standards of behavior into the workplace. I guess my real work is to
bring my real self to work (Q34, UK23)
A further respondent recognized the tensions between the
economic imperatives of the workplace and adherence to
Quaker teaching that resulted in reluctant acknowledgement that the work context is non-changeable and thus
requires a change of ‘self.’ For instance,
I can transform my self, but I doubt whether I can
transform the business world. I guess all I can really
try to achieve at work is to overcome the lowest levels of ethical incompetence. The world of work is
so challenging to my notion of self. Work aims to
institutionalize, it is like a rope pulling you towards
a materialistic self. For many, it is hard to resist. I
try to resist it. But often I just have to hold my nose
at work and get on with it (Q25, UK17)
One manager recalled how the materialistic culture of the
work organization often usurped Quaker moral identity,
My worst moment has to be being awarded a big
bonus, rushing out to buy a new car, and then a few
weeks later recalling how some of my team had
had no bonus. I should have shared it with them, or
donated it to charity. But, my ego had won that one
(Q3, UK3)
In justifying identity compartmentalization, participants
frequently employed the metaphor of the spiritual journey
as a self-justification for moral weakness. The participants
described the spiritual journey as one of being…
Better tomorrow than today. It is a constant process,
it is about being open to change through nature and
community. It is about progress, not perfection. I
work on my journey everyday (Q30, UK22)
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George Fox said, ‘Wear thy sword for as long as you
can.’ What he meant was to wear a sword until you
can no longer justify it yourself. I feel that way about
my work. I justify it to myself on the basis I have
to pay the bills. But, one day I hope to make more
progress of my journey as a Quaker (Q28, UK20)
The company is not always ethical and it sure doesn’t
match my own values. But, it’s part of my journey.
We are all on our own journey of discovery. Some
make fast progress. Others make slower progress. I
don’t have all the answers. It’s all a matter of where
you are in your journey. (Q23, UK15)
As these examples highlight, the metaphor of the spiritual
journey metaphor is often utilized as a self-justification for
identity compartmentalization. Living in constant tension
with Quaker testimonies is ‘part of a journey’ towards living the good life. The spiritual journey metaphor, however,
was also utilized as a positive way to express the process
of personal growth and self-transformation. The following example from a manager who had recently moved jobs
illustrates,
Although I’m not perfect by any means, I feel my
inner core is transforming as I progress on my journey. It enables me to move to living the best life I
can, with grace and with sympathy towards others.
My transformation has helped me respect each person, with their own personality, their own identity, it
affects me in a deep way. (Q29, UK21)

Work Compartmentalization
While a number of participants remarked how they needed
to compartmentalize self-identity in the workplace, many
also narrated how they preserved their Quaker moral identity
by reframing and compartmentalizing work tasks to more
closely align with Quaker moral identity. In other words,
participants expressed how they tried to compartmentalize
‘work’ into moral and meaningful work and non-moral work
to preserve an undivided self. For instance,
Work is where I speak truth to power. Work is not a
job. To be and effect the change we want to see in the
world. My job has a job description, but really my
real job is to build God’s kingdom, right here, right
now (Q3, UK3)
I try to spend my time at work on things that nurture my soul and the community. I volunteer, I get
involved in community work, in outreach, and other
things that support my Quaker faith. I do as little of
my real job as I can get away with (Q19, UK12)
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Equality
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Subjecve search for tradion-specific
meaning at work

Work organizaon
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Economic focus
Shareholders
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Work compartmentalizaon

Exing the organizaon

High dissonance

Fig. 1  Model of moral dissonance negotiation in the Quaker tradition

It is awful. So macho and bonus-driven. I try to avoid
it. I only put up my hand up for projects that build
God’s kingdom (Q20, UK13)
Further, participants drew upon the idea of moral and meaningful work as a way to address moral dissonance. By compartmentalizing into moral and meaningful, and non-moral,
participants described how…
I have to find some meaning at work. My day job is
tiresome, money, money, money. I have to put this
aside. For example, I try to get some meaning by volunteering for the good things my employer does. Last
month, I participated in a sleep out to raise money for
the homeless. That was satisfying (Q11, UK6).
Most work gives me no meaning. Unless I can carve
out some time to do the work I want to. Luckily, my
boss recognizes this, and I can spend a few days each
month working at a charity that works with disadvantaged groups (Q32, UK22).

Discussion
Existing research has argued that the strength of an individuals’ moral identity is closely related to the extent to
which they regulate their behavior and behave morally or
immorally (Lowell 2012). By grounding our study in the

Quaker tradition and Quaker practice, we have shown how
individual Quakers interpret Quaker moral identity in line
with both Quaker theology and the testimonies to peace,
truth, integrity, simplicity, and equality. Our study highlights
a rich and complex picture, and our findings contribute to
the business ethics literature on moral identity and moral
dissonance in a number of important ways.
First, our study highlights that Quakers seek an undivided
self through an alignment between Quaker moral identity
and work identity. We found that the attainment of alignment enabled our participants to bring their whole selves to
work (e.g., Neal 1999; Tracey et al. 2006). Interestingly, we
only found expressions of alignment in non-profit and third
sector work contexts suggesting how living out Quaker testimonies in shareholder-owned organizations seems largely
incompatible. Second, we find examples of Quakers’ pursuing alignment by exiting the work organization and resigning in order to avoid the discomfort and pain of extreme
moral dissonance. In this way, adherence to the teachings
of Quakerism acted as a regulative ideal (e.g., Oakley and
Cocking 2001) that governed how participants responded
to unsettling moral experiences. Third, in cases of ‘moderate’ levels of moral dissonance, our study highlights how
Quakers engaged in identity compartmentalization in which
participants compartmentalized identity into Quaker identity
and work identity, a process which was often uncomfortable,
painful, and required self-justification through the use of a
spiritual journey metaphor. Otherwise, many participants
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engaged in work compartmentalization as they sought to
engage only in work tasks subjectively perceived as ‘moral
and meaningful,’ while morally disengaging from ‘nonmoral and meaningless’ work tasks. These processes of
moral identity negotiation are presented in Fig. 1.

Theoretical Contribution
The Undivided Self
According to MacIntyre (1999), different social spheres
create a pressure to compartmentalize self-identity between
various roles, and we become unable to adjudicate between
competing demands. In the Quaker tradition, the theology
of unity with God and an emphasis on continuity between
the spiritual and social life suggests that Quakers are wellplaced to resist the compartmentalizing pressure of work.
The participants in our study highlighted how Quakerism
was central to their conception of moral identity and work
identity. The way in which Quakers described self-identity
emphasized the centrality of self and its connection to God.
For some, Quaker moral identity and work identity were
not compartmentalized, work was seen as a ‘calling’ in
the service of God (e.g., Neubert and Halbesleben 2015;
Word 2012) and an intense experience bringing fulfillment
(Dobrow and Tosti-Kharas 2011; Wrzesniewski et al. 1997),
re-affirming much of the existing SAW literature that has
reported an undivided self is important to spiritual practitioners (e.g., Corner 2009; Neal 1999; Sheep2006; Zhao
and Biesta 2011). However, our study extends this stream of
research. We found many examples (exclusively shareholderowned organizations) where participants experienced a high
magnitude of moral dissonance and sought to avoid it by
resigning and exiting from the work organization in order to
preserve an undivided Quaker moral identity. In other words,
preserving moral identity, at least in the Quaker tradition,
can lead to behaviors and actions that may have severe, personal economic costs.
Our findings, however, reject much of the SAW and business ethics literature that has uncritically suggested that spirituality at work is a win–win (eg, Brophy 2015; Fry and
Cohen 2009; Neal 1999). Rather, our study highlights how
many Quakers actively negotiated moral identity through
compartmentalization in two important ways: identity compartmentalization or work compartmentalization.

Identity Compartmentalization
Compartmentalization consists of fragmenting one’s life
into exclusive categories (e.g., Rozuel 2011; Wilcox 2012).
The Quaker moral identity relies upon a moral code in
contrast to work identities that are often individualistic and
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can tempt us to act in a self-serving way which “inhibit[s]
the exercise of the powers of moral agency” (MacIntyre
1999, p. 327). Individuals do not often compartmentalize
self-identity unless they are able to find reasons to justify
it in a way that serves self-rationalization (eg, Johnson and
Buckley 2015; Lowell 2012). For example, in a study of
Buddhist leaders and identity (Vu 2019), even when the
importance of community well-being is used to justify acts
of bribery, personal struggles and guilt were found.
Our study highlights that many Quakers compartmentalized their Quaker and work identities utilizing a process
of self-justification using a spiritual journey metaphor. In
Quakerism, a spiritual journey metaphor implies a positive
sense of self-transformation, a path forward, and progress
(Kline2012; Molina-Markham 2012). When deployed in
a positive sense, the metaphor has an affinity with the
Quaker idea of ‘experimental’ knowing. According to
Muers (2015, p. 15), claims to knowledge are based on
personal experience that arise from right action, and they
serve in turn as the basis for further ‘experiments,’ and
thus the individual and collective experience of Quakers
form part of a continuing process. This idea accords with
the notion that the Quaker spiritual journey is continuous
and unending.
However, in our study, many Quakers’ also used the
spiritual journey metaphor to justify identity compartmentalization between Quaker and work identities to convince
themselves that their non-moral choices simply formed
part of an ongoing unevenness or deferment in spiritual
progression or attainment. Thus, our study highlights that
self-justification can be a painful and uncomfortable experience that can challenge adherence to Quaker testimonies.
One quotation that illuminates the tensions is a reference
to the Journal of George Fox, the founding figure of Quakerism: “George Fox said, ‘Wear thy sword for as long as
you can.’ What he meant was to wear a sword until you can
no longer justify it yourself. I feel that way about my work.
I justify it to myself on the basis I have to pay the bills.
But, one day I hope to make more progress of my journey
as a Quaker.” In this quotation, Quaker theology and the
spiritual journey metaphor is used to justify a divided self
and that progress on the spiritual journey can be deferred
in favor of more immediate economic concerns. As a consequence, instead of dividing self, many participants subjectively compartmentalized work tasks into moral and
meaningful work and non-moral and meaningless work as
an alternative strategy.

Work Compartmentalization
Many participants subjectively reframed and compartmentalized work tasks as moral and meaningful or as non-moral
and meaningless, and disengaged from the latter. Our study
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therefore extends prior scholarship on meaningful work such
as Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2009) who noted that individuals’ attained meaning in work by selecting work tasks
that encouraged self-development, relational unity and service, and the literature on job-crafting (e.g., Berg et al. 2010;
Pajo and Lee 2011; Wrzesniewski and Dutton 2001; Yeoman
2014). In our study, we advance this scholarship by unpacking how Quakers’ compartmentalized the work tasks that
they engaged in, in line with their ‘general calling’ predicated upon normative commitments of living a ‘good life,’
building upon McPherson (2013) and Michaelson (2019),
while morally disengaging from others. Compartmentalizing
work indicates that Quakers’ moral identity and the need to
preserve an undivided self deeply influence how identity is
shaped by the Quaker tradition. Our participants recounted
numerous examples of engaging only in work tasks associated with prosocial ends, while disengaging from work
tasks they subjectively associated with purely financial or
economic ends. Thus, we advance existing literature by
suggesting that spiritual practitioners, or at least Quakers,
may seek to resist identity compartmentalization and turn
to other non-conformist or deviant ways to preserve their
moral identity. In contexts characterized by a high magnitude of moral dissonance, this may be through exiting the
organization. In other ‘moderate’ cases, they may compartmentalize work tasks and engage only in those that preserve
their moral identity. Thus, we also go beyond the traditionagnostic character of much existing research on moral identity, and show how the tradition-specific Quaker testimonies
informed and shaped the work compartmentalization process. By going deeper into the theological and philosophical content of the Quaker tradition, we have been able to
uncover precise linkages between Quaker moral identity and
meaningful/moral work.
In our examples of Quaker/work identity alignment, participants’ adherence to moral tradition was an important
driver for an experience of meaningful work (e.g., Bailey
et al. 2016; Lips-Wiersma and Morris 2009; Schnell et al.
2013), in contrast to the often individualistic expressions
of meaningful work, such as autonomy (e.g., Bowie 1998;
Bailey and Madden 2017; Berge et al. 2010; Hurst 2014;
Schwartz 1982), or desired work and job design (e.g., Cardador and Pratt 2006; Hackman and Oldham 1975; Shamir
1991).
However, there are paradoxical experiences in how
individuals negotiate the multidimensionality of meaningful work arising from fulfilling a wider social good versus
self-fulfillment (Bailey et al. 2019). Paradoxical experiences of meaningful work were evident in our examples
as Quakers had to compartmentalize their identity to fit in
with organizational culture and others’ expectations to gain
acceptance and recognition within the work organization
(Obodaru2012; Schalk 2011). Such subjective experiences
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can be problematic leading to painful and uncomfortable
feelings. Further, in the absence of a moral consensus (e.g.,
see Michaelson et al. 2014), our study illustrates that meaningful work can be defined, not in terms of individualistic
criteria, but in terms of the morality of a specific tradition.
Many participants created their own tradition-specific version of what they perceived as moral and meaningful and
set the conditions under which they engaged (Michaelson
2019). This shows how they defended their moral agency,
and the right to choose work that is meaningful to them
(Arneson 1987; Bowie 1998; Care 1984; Schwartz 1982).
While much existing literature on moral identity construction has featured either agentic or contextual explanations
(e.g., Jennings et al. 2015; Saunders et al. 2018; Zheng et al.
2019), our study has explored the interplay between agency
and context to reveal how Quakers’ balance moral and work
identity by either working in organizations that enable moral
alignment, or by exiting organizations where a high magnitude of moral dissonance is present. In other cases, Quakers’
strategized to compartmentalize their Quaker and work identity, or actively engaged in work compartmentalization to
minimize moral dissonance and preserve an undivided self.
In this way, our study responds directly to the call for scholarship that develops multi-layered explanations for ethical
or moral behavior (e.g., Hiekkataipale and Lämsä 2019).

Practical Implications and Future Pathways
Our study has a number of practical implications for business ethics scholarship. For example, some organizational
leaders may well express concerns about the role of spirituality or religion in organizations. While spiritual expression is often perceived as a win–win, our study highlights a
possible dark side. Non-conformist behaviors such as work
compartmentalization may have profound implications for
many work organizations, and leaders should consider its
impact upon organizational culture, as well as on team and
group dynamics and on co-workers. By locating ‘meaning’
only in work tasks that align with the Quaker tradition, our
study suggests that spiritual practitioners could be a destabilizing force in the workplace. Given that spirituality is
linked to organizational citizenship behaviors (e.g., Chen
and Yang 2012) and prosocial motivations (Guillén et al.
2015; Saroglou 2006), spirituality can be a force for good
in work organizations; however, an improved understanding of spiritual traditions by leaders, not spirituality per se,
is needed to leverage this possibility. Our study suggests
that the ways in which spiritual practitioners minimize
moral dissonance is not straightforward. As such, a onesize-fits-all response by organizations is probably unwarranted. Rather, our study supports the idea of personal
conversations around the ‘meaning of meaningful work’
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in order to avoid individuals exiting the organization or
engaging in non-conformist behavior.
A number of future research pathways are evident.
First, work compartmentalization suggests a special kind
of moral disengagement. Quakers disengaged from work
organization tasks to give primacy to Quaker moral identity. Thus, the idea that the economic rationale of many
organizations can corrupt an individuals’ morals and ethics is not straightforward or linear. Identity compartmentalization suggests that an individual often disengages
from her own moral tradition and in an organizational
context acts in a self-serving manner (e.g., Barsky 2011;
Fida et al. 2015; Moore 2008), and yet work compartmentalization suggests quite the opposite. Thus, further
research that explores the types of strategies that spiritual
practitioners use to preserve their moral identity would be
welcome. Second, our study has shown how metaphors
were used by Quakers as a self-justification for identity
compartmentalization. Further research that examines
how metaphors, narratives, and other cultural logics are
used to justify self-serving behavior is a further possibility. Third, our study highlights how the Quaker tradition
shapes an experience of meaningful work by reference to
the tradition, in contrast to much of the individualistic
expressions of meaning in the literature. Further research
could address an exploration of moral issues that concern
the management of normative considerations, as well their
impact upon others and business ethics more generally.
Research should consider whether there are definable characteristics to meaningful work to which we have moral
rights and whether there are moral duties to ourselves and/
or others to fulfill those rights. Fourth, further research
could explicitly link the theological or moral foundations
of other Quaker traditions (such as the Evangelical Quaker
movement in the US), or other religious or spiritual traditions, to moral identity and moral dissonance negotiation.
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