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Abstract

Acting on one’s moral principles is not always easy. Upholding one’s moral beliefs
may run counter to one’s social environment or situational demands. It may often
cause people to remain silent on their convictions, while at the same time some
may show the moral courage to speak out. How do people evaluate those who do
stand up, and how does it affect their self-evaluations? In two experimental studies
(Ns=207 and 204), we investigated both types of evaluations. The studies demon-
strate that people who failed to uphold their moral beliefs still had positive evalua-
tions of others who showed moral courage. More specifically, pro-gay participants
who went along with writing an anti-gay essay denouncing equal rights for sexual
minorities had positive evaluations of another person who spoke up and refused this
task. The failure to display moral courage had negative consequences for partici-
pants’ self-concepts. In Experiment 1, we show that pro-gay participants’ positive
self-concepts were lowered after writing an anti-gay essay (vs. a pro-gay essay). In
Experiment 2, we reveal that participants’ positive self-concepts were lowered only
when they were confronted with morally courageous behavior and their own failure
to uphold their moral beliefs was visible to the experimenter.
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Introduction

Gay rights are the focus of debate in many countries. Especially same-sex marriage
has attracted attention. In 2001, the Netherlands legalized same-sex marriage. Since
then, same-sex marriage has been legalized in 28 other countries, (https://www.hrc.
org/resources/marriage-equality-around-the-world). In 2015, Ireland legalized same-
sex marriage by popular vote (www.marriagequality.ie). Later that year, the US
supreme court ruled same-sex marriage as a right protected by the US constitution
in all 50 states (www.gaymarriage.procon.org), marking the historic significance of
this day for the gay rights movement.

In short, more and more people support marriage equality. For example, in the
Netherlands, over eighty percent of the people support same-sex marriage (Nether-
lands Institute for Social Research [SCP], 2013). Thus, in most Western countries
people are becoming more and more protective of equal rights for sexual minori-
ties. However, this does not mean that the battle for equal rights for sexual minori-
ties is over. In fact, some countries have recently decreased rights for those people
who identify as Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Queer or are questioning
their sexual identity (LGBTQ). For instance, several rights for sexual and gender
minorities in the USA have been restricted under the Trump administration (Gon-
zalez et al., 2018). Furthermore, in 2019, a leader of a religious political party in
the Netherlands (SGP) signed the Nashville Declaration and denounced marriages
between same-sex partners, as well as identifying as transgender (https://sgp.nl/
actueel/nieuws/reactie-van-der-staaij-op-nashville-verklaring).

Apparently, equal rights for sexual and gender minorities can be fragile and
should be continuously protected. Thus, even after implementation in law, equal
rights need to be safeguarded by advocates who believe in the (moral) value of
these rights. Upholding one’s moral beliefs may, however, come with (social) costs
(Halmburger et al., 2015; Hannah et al., 2011). This goes even for situations where
the costs may be relatively small, such as a failure to be seen as a good participant
in psychological research (Orne, 1962). As a result, many people may decide against
standing up for their beliefs. The literature on moral courage, however, suggests that
some may decide to stand up, even under these circumstances.

The key issue that we investigate is how people who fail to act as advocates
respond when they see that others did actively defend gay rights. For this purpose,
we asked pro-gay participants to write anti-gay essays after which we studied how
those who complied to the request reacted when finding out that another participant
refused to comply with the task, arguing that writing the essay was against their
moral conviction. Our focus was on (a) how participants would evaluate this person,
and (b) how participants would evaluate themselves.

Evaluating Those Who Stand Up

The social psychological literature on reactions toward those who stand up for their
convictions suggest two possible reactions. People may admire those who do stand
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up, but they may also downgrade these others. A positive reaction may be expected,
given that people generally value morality (e.g., Leach, Ellemers, & Barreto, 2007,
Monin, 2007; Schwartz, 1992), and admire taking actions in such important domains
(Van de Ven et al., 2019). Witnessing moral others may be an elevating experience
(Pohling & Diessner, 2016). And since standing up may invite social repercussions,
people also may feel—and appreciate—that it takes moral courage to stand up for
one’s beliefs (e.g., Greitemeyer et al., 2006; Greitemeyer, Osswald, & Frey, 2007;
see also Dickter et al., 2012). Such appreciation might be shown irrespective of
whether oneself stood up. In that case the evaluations of others would be based pri-
marily on the basis of the behavior the other displayed. One could also reason that
the appreciation of other’s courageous behavior might be more pronounced for those
who did not show such courage themselves.

People have, however, also been found to react negatively to those who stand up.
The key issue in this line of reasoning is that people’s evaluation of others who stand
up may become more negative if they themselves did not stand up. Earlier work on
do-gooder derogation, including our own, demonstrates that people who themselves
are involved in the situation and remain silent may feel threatened by those who
stand up. Cramwinckel, Van Dijk, Scheepers, & Van den Bos (2013), for example,
showed that people who had just eaten meat in a task on taste perceptions, negatively
evaluated moral vegetarians who—while participating in the same study—refused
to eat the meat for the reason of it being immoral (see also Minson & Monin, 2012).
In a similar vein, Monin et al. (2008) conducted a study in which participants first
performed a police detection task in which they had to select the person they felt
was most likely to have committed a burglary, while the information provided in the
task incriminated an African—American target. When being informed that one other
participant refused to answer the question arguing it was a racist task, participants
who had completed the task predominantly evaluated this “moral rebel” negatively.

Based on these latter insights, one might expect a similar finding in our study,
such that participants would evaluate a person refusing to write an anti-gay neg-
atively. Note, however, that our current setup does differ from the cited stud-
ies above. As opposed to the meat tasting studies, for example, participants in our
study showed behavior inconsistent with their conviction. We asked them to write
an essay that was against their convictions, while participants (nonvegetarians) in
Cramwinckel et al. (2013) showed behavior (tasting meat) that was consistent with
their own conviction (they were not vegetarians), while the ‘moral refuser’ behaved
inconsistent with the participants’ behavior (i.e., refused to eat meat). The Monin
et al. (2008) study comes closer to the current study, but there too, the conflict may
have been less apparent, as participants were not asked to perform a racist task. They
were asked to perform a police task, which after taking part turned out to have an
element that one of the other participants then identified as being racist. In our cur-
rent study, the request was from the outset much more clearly inconsistent with the
participants’ own attitudes: By asking people to write a speech against gay rights,
participants would immediately realize they were doing something that ran counter
to their conviction; a conviction that may be considered a key conviction. Would the
negative evaluation of moral refusers also emerge under this condition? And if so,
would such a negative evaluation also be contingent on one’s own behavior such that
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the negative evaluation would be especially observed among those who themselves
had acted against their own conviction?

Evaluating Oneself After Not Standing Up

The second issue we address is how people evaluate themselves after willingly
having participated in a task that runs counter to their convictions and finding out
that another person did stand up. The theory of moral self-regulation proposes that
people’s evaluations of themselves are based on whether their previous behavior
matches their convictions (e.g., Zhong, Liljenquist, & Cain, 2009). In this process,
people compare their behavior with their moral ideals. When people do not live up
to their ideals, their self-image is threatened and needs to be restored. Based on this,
we expect that people have more negative self-evaluations (e.g., being angry with
themselves) after showing behavior that so clearly opposes their moral values than
after showing behavior that aligns with their moral values. This implies that when
people endorse equal rights for sexual minorities, they should experience more neg-
ative self-evaluations after writing an essay against gay rights (as opposed to having
written an essay in favor of gay rights). Witnessing someone else who did stand up
might aggravate such self-blame even further.

Importantly, rather than negatively adjusting one’s self-concept, people can also
engage in various types of defensive responding that protect the moral self-concept
and prevent the need to adjust it (Cohen & Sherman, 2014). This means that the neg-
ative effect of not acting in line with one’s moral beliefs on one’s self-concept may
be stronger in some situations than in others. Self-concept maintenance theory states
that while people want to maintain a positive view of themselves as moral indi-
viduals, they can be tempted to display moral transgressions (Mazar et al., 2008).
Whether people stick to their moral values or succumb to temptation depends on
how well they are able to maintain a positive self-concept while transgressing. This
is, among other things, influenced by how easy it is for people to see their behavior
as moral (Mazar et al., 2008), and by the salience of their own behavior and moral
standards (Diener & Wallbom, 1976). We examine these aspects in Experiment 2.

In all experiments, we aimed to collect a minimum of 50 participants per cell,
and stopped data collection at the end of the week in which we achieved this aim.
We used G*Power (version 3.1.7.) to perform a sensitivity analysis to compute the
minimum required effect size (given a=0.05, power=0.80, and sample size =200,
numerator df=1, number of groups=4, and number of covariates=0). Experi-
ments 1 and 2 had 80% power to detect an effect size of f=0.199. We report all
data exclusions, all manipulations, and all measures in the current studies. We used
the program statcheck (statcheck.io) to check for errors in statistical reporting, and
found no inconsistent results. All stimulus materials, data, syntaxes and output can
be viewed on the Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/uzsav/?view_only=7d49b
98ac0024fce84b6f6ba356493cf). In all experiments, participants were recruited via
posters in university buildings or were approached on campus grounds and invited
to come to the laboratory. Potential participants could also come to the laboratory
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without being actively approached, as multiple studies were running in the labora-
tory at the same time, and this was well known among students.

Experiment 1

In this experiment, participants reported their own attitudes toward homosexuality
and were asked to write an essay that either opposed equal rights for homosexuals
(the anti-gay essay condition) or endorsed those rights (the pro-gay essay condition).
We verified that most participants had relatively positive attitudes about homosexu-
als and disagreed with the statement that homosexuals should not have the same
rights as heterosexuals. After having written an essay, participants read the bogus
reaction of a person who refused to write an anti-gay essay because he/she consid-
ered being gay as normal and acceptable (i.e., the anti-essay refuser) or because he/
she considered being gay as abnormal and unacceptable (i.e., the pro-essay refuser).
Afterward, we measured participants’ evaluations of the refuser and of themselves.
We investigated whether participants would negatively (similar to previous studies
on moral rebels) evaluate the refuser of the anti-gay essay, or whether they might
positively evaluate the shown moral courage to stand up. As for the self-evaluations,
we expected that participants would have lower positive self-evaluations after writ-
ing an anti-gay essay, rather than a pro-gay essay.

Although we were primarily interested in participants’ reactions toward the
refuser of the anti-gay essay, we included a condition with a refuser of the pro-gay
essay condition. By doing so, we could rule out the possibility that reactions would
be driven by the fact that the refuser was assigned a different task than the partici-
pant. We do realize that this condition is special because the pro-essay refuser makes
a moral claim that is counter-normative in Dutch society. We discuss the possible
implications of this control condition in the Discussion of this experiment, and there
explain how we address this in Experiment 2 with a different control.

Method
Participants and Design

A total of 207 students at Utrecht University participated in this experiment in
exchange for a monetary reward or course credits (Magez 21.22 years; SDagez 3.74;
130 women; 76 men; 1 participant failed to provide demographic information). The
participants were randomly assigned to the conditions of our 2 (Own essay: pro-gay
essay vs. anti-gay essay) X 2 (Refuser: pro-gay essay vs. anti-gay essay) experimental
design. The number of participants within each condition varied between 50 and 53.

Twenty-nine additional participants were not included in the analyses: Eighteen
participants participated more than once; we only included data from their first par-
ticipation. Furthermore, we had two a priori criteria to exclude participants from the
analyses: (a) refusing to write the essay (7 participants), and (b) writing an essay
of one sentence or less (4 participants). These participants were excluded from the
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research, resulting in a final N of 207. Besides the measures reported here, we also
measured participants’ moral identity (11 items, a=0.73, Aquino & Reed, 2002)
and social comparison orientation (11 items, a=0.83, Gibbons & Buunk, 1999).

Procedure

Participants were seated in cubicles. The complete experiment was run on a com-
puter. We assessed participants’ attitude regarding homosexuality by asking them
to indicate on a continuous slider ranging from O to 100 (Haddock et al., 1993) the
extent to which they felt negative or positive toward homosexuality.

Hereafter, the essay task started. Participants were asked to write an essay from
the viewpoint of a passionate adversary of gay rights (the anti-gay essay condition)
or from the viewpoint of a passionate advocate of gay rights (the pro-gay essay con-
dition). In the anti-gay essay condition, participants were asked to defend the view-
point that homosexuality is abnormal and unnatural and that gays should not have
the same rights as straight people. In the pro-gay essay condition, participants were
asked to defend the viewpoint that homosexuality is normal and natural, and that
gays should have the same rights as straight people. They were asked to imagine as
lively as possible that they agreed with the provided position. In both conditions,
participants learned that their essay could be evaluated by another participant. In
reality, the essays were not seen by other participants.

Given the fact that 87% of the Dutch population supports equal rights for lesbians
and gay men (SCP, 2013), we anticipated that most participants in our sample would
be relatively positive toward homosexuality. We verified this assumption by letting
participants, before they wrote their essay, indicate to what extent they agreed with
their assigned statement on a 101-point scale ranging from O (disagree completely)
to 100 (agree completely).

Afterward, participants were exposed to the reaction of someone who had refused
to write the essay out of moral concern. In the anti-essay refuser condition, the other
participant refused to write the anti-gay essay because he/she thought homosexual-
ity was normal and moral, and thus considered it to be morally wrong to write an
anti-gay essay. In the pro-essay refuser condition, the other participant refused to
write the pro-gay essay because he/she thought homosexuality was abnormal and
immoral, and thus considered it to be morally wrong to write a pro-gay essay. In
both conditions, participants were instructed to read the reaction of the other partici-
pant carefully and try to form an impression of this other person’s character.

Subsequently, the dependent variables were collected. Refuser evaluation was
measured with 45 items, assessing the extent to which the refuser was perceived as
being nice and honest, among other things. Self-evaluation was measured with 23
items, such as the extent to which participants felt satisfied with themselves. See the
Supplementary Information for all items (Online Resources 1 and 2). Answers were
given on 7-point Likert scales, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much so).

Hereafter, participants could note what they thought the research was about, and
whether they had noticed something unusual during the experiment. Furthermore,
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demographic variables were asked. Finally, participants were thanked, debriefed,
and rewarded for their participation.

Results
Assumption Check

As expected, participants in the pro-gay essay condition agreed more with their
assigned position (M =90.35, SD =20.73) than did participants in the anti-gay essay
condition (M=12.75, SD=23.07), F(1, 203)=647.82, p<0.001, #*=0.76. Fur-
thermore, participants’ attitudes toward homosexuality were on average positive
(M=171.61, SD=25.05).

Scale Construction

The first step in the data analysis was to create scales to measure evaluations of the
refuser and the self. We performed exploratory factor analyses (EFAs) with oblique
(Oblimin) rotation to create scales, and tested our hypotheses by conducting analy-
ses of variance (ANOVASs) on these scales. The correlation between different factors
can be seen in Table 1.

Refuser Evaluation

We performed an EFA to investigate the underlying structure of the 45 items that
measured refuser evaluation. The scree-plot showed a large indent after the first fac-
tor, and a nearly horizontal line after the third factor, suggesting a solution between
one and three factors.

Hereafter, we performed factor analyses fixed with 1, 2, or 3 factors. The three-
factor solution fit with recent research showing that evaluations of others can be

Table 1 Correlations between factors in Experiments 1 and 2

Morality Competence Sociability Self-Evaluation
Experiment 1
Morality 593k .892 %k .015
Competence 538k .021
Sociability .039
Self-Evaluation
Experiment 2
Morality 6467 806 ** —.099
Competence 601%** —.092
Sociability —.104

Self-Evaluation

“p<.05, #¥p < 01, ##p < 001
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divided into three domains, namely morality, competence, and sociability (e.g.,
Brambilla et al., 2011; Ellemers et al., 2008; Leach, et al., 2007). Furthermore, the
three-factor solution explained 65.96% of variance and each factor had at least five
items that loaded strongly (>1.551) on only that scale, suggesting good factor load-
ings (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Therefore, we opted for the three-factor solution.
These three factors were interpreted as morality (e.g., the extent to which the refuser
is perceived as moral and just. a=0.97, 14 items), competence (e.g., the extent to
which the refuser is perceived as confident and strong. @=0.91, 7 items), and socia-
bility (e.g., the extent to which the refuser is perceived as pleasant and obnoxious
[reverse coded]. =0.95, 5 items). Only items with strong factor loadings (>1.551)
and without cross loadings (i.e., factor loadings>1.55] on multiple factors) were
included, which led to the exclusion of 19 items. Which items are included in which
scales and how strongly they load on this scale is displayed in the Supplementary
Information (Online Resource 3).

Self-evaluation

We performed an EFA to investigate the underlying structure of the 23 items that
measured self-evaluation. The scree plot showed a large indent after the first compo-
nent, indicating the underlying structure of a single component. The first component
explained 43.66% of the variance.

Hereafter, we performed factor analyses, fixed with 1, 2, or 3 factors. The one-
factor solution had the most items with good factor loadings (>I.551) on this fac-
tor (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Therefore, we opted for the one-factor solution,
which we interpreted as self-evaluation (a¢=0.95, 16 items). Only items that loaded
strongly (>I.551) were included, which led to the exclusion of 7 items. Which items
are included in the scale and how strongly they load on this scale is displayed in
Online Resource 1 (Supplementary Information).

Main Analyses

We performed ANOVAs with the Own Essay and Refuser manipulations as the
independent variables, and our outcome measures as the dependent variables.

Refuser Morality

Results only showed a significant effect of refuser, F(1, 203)=305.53, p<0.001,
np2 =0.60, indicating that participants perceived the refuser of the anti-gay essay as
more moral (M=5.55, SD=0.96, 95% CI [5.35, 5.76]), than the refuser of the pro-
gay essay (M =3.03, SD=1.10, 95% CI [2.83, 3.23]). We did not observe a signifi-
cant main effect of own essay, F(1, 203)=0.06, p=0.808, np2<0.001, nor did we
observe a significant interaction effect, F(1, 203)=0.31, p=0.579, np2<0.001. See
Table 2 for a detailed overview of all statistics, including the non-significant results.
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Refuser Competence

Results only showed a significant effect of refuser, F(1, 203)=33.21, p<0.001,
’7p2=0'14’ indicating that participants ascribed higher competence ratings to the
refuser of the anti-gay essay (M=5.74, SD=1.09, 95% CI [5.51, 5.97]), than to
the refuser of the pro-gay essay (M=4.80, SD=1.28, 95% CI [4.57, 5.02]). We
did not observe a significant main effect of own essay, F(1, 203)=1.74, p=0.189,
’7p2=0'01’ nor of the interaction effect, F(1, 203)=1.62, p=0.204, ’7p2=0~01~ See
Table 2 for a detailed overview of all statistics, including the non-significant results.

Refuser Sociability

Results only showed a significant effect of refuser, F(1, 203)=81.28, p<0.001,
’7p2=0'29’ indicating that participants perceived the refuser of the anti-gay essay as
more sociable (M =4.47, SD=1.43, 95% CI [4.20, 4.73]), than the refuser of the
pro-gay essay (M =2.76, SD=1.28, 95% CI [2.49, 3.02]). We did not observe a sig-
nificant main effect of own essay, F(1, 203)=0.01, p=0.920, 11p2 <0.001, nor did we
observe a significant interaction effect, F(1, 203)=0.11, p=0.737, ’7p2:0‘001' See
Table 2 for a detailed overview of all statistics, including the non-significant results.

Self-Evaluation

Results only showed a significant effect of own essay, F(1, 203)=12.71, p<0.001,
11P2=O.06, indicating that participants experienced more positive self-evaluations
after writing a pro-gay essay (M =5.48, SD=0.85, 95% CI [ 5.29, 5.67]), than after
writing an anti-gay essay (M =5.00, SD=1.09, 95% CI [4.81, 5.19]). We did not
observe a significant main effect of refuser, F(1, 203)=0.28, p=0.596, np2<0.001,
nor did we observe a significant interaction effect, F(1, 203)=2.30, p=0.131,
np2=0.01. See Table 2 for a detailed overview of all statistics, including the non-
significant results.

Discussion

The results of our first study showed that the participants had more positive evalua-
tions of the refuser of the anti-gay essay (vs. the refuser of the pro-gay essay) on all
important elements of person perception (e.g., Leach et al., 2007). More specifically,
the refuser of the anti-gay essay was seen as more moral, more competent and more
sociable than the refuser of the pro-gay essay. This means that participants appreci-
ated the moral character of the person who refused to write an anti-gay essay. Thus,
participants had positive evaluations of people who upheld their moral beliefs in a
situation where most people failed to do so.

These results thus support the view that people may positively evaluate oth-
ers who stand up for their moral convictions (e.g., Greitemeyer et al., 2006, 2007,
Pohling & Diessner, 2016; Van de Ven et al., 2019; see also Dickter et al., 2012).
It is relevant to note that these positive evaluations were not contingent on whether
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or not one had personally stood up for one’s convictions (i.e., we did not observe an
interaction). This suggests that people can appreciate courageous decisions of others
when they themselves did not stand up but also when they themselves did stand up.

Also note, that these findings do not match those obtained in previous research on
reactions to moral rebels (e.g., Cramwinckel et al., 2013; Monin et al., 2008). While
we do not consider our study as a critical experiment regarding negative versus posi-
tive evaluations, it is noteworthy that we did not find any indications that partici-
pants reacted negatively to the person standing up, even though they themselves did
not. At the very least, these findings suggest that being involved and remaining silent
does not always lead to a negative evaluation of those who do speak up. We will
return to this in the General Discussion.

With regard to their self-evaluations, participants experienced more positive self-
evaluations after writing an explicit pro-gay than after writing an anti-gay essay.
Here too, we did not observe an interaction such that these self-evaluations were
not contingent on other’s behavior. This is in line with the theory of moral self-reg-
ulation, which posits that people compare their own behaviors with their own moral
standards (e.g., Zhong et al., 2009). The consequences for one’s self-concept may,
however, also rely on the extent to which one’s actions are visible to others. Such
considerations may be especially relevant in a context of standing up. For exam-
ple, research by Greene and Low (2014) demonstrates that although people were
more likely to engage in a moral transgression after remembering a moral deed (i.e.,
engage in moral licensing) rather than an immoral deed, this only occurred when the
behavior was private and not when it was public. This fits with literature on public
self-awareness which demonstrates that situations where one’s “attention is directed
toward the implications of one’s behavior for other’s evaluations of the self” increase
awareness of one’s own behavior and self-image (Hirt et al., 2000, p. 1133). Thus,
the salience of one’s behavior to others also influences the consequences thereof for
one’s self-evaluation. Therefore, in our second experiment, we investigated whether
self-evaluations suffer the most when people’s behavior is visible to others and it is
difficult for participants to view their own behavior as moral.

At this point it is relevant to also consider the control condition we used. The pro-
gay essay refuser clearly deviated from important norms in the Dutch society where
homosexuality is seen as acceptable. Given that deviating from societal norms is a
strong source of dislike and antipathy (Marques & Yzerbyt, 1988; Skitka, 2010),
participants may have disliked the refuser of the pro-gay essay because the refuser
supported a deviant position in society. Differences in reactions to the refuser of the
anti-gay issue versus the control, may thus at least partly reflect the negative view of
the refuser in the control condition. To rule out this possibility, we included a differ-
ent control condition in Experiment 2.

Experiment 2
In our second experiment, we wanted to investigate the robustness of the Experi-

ment 1’s finding that people have positive evaluations of others who showed
moral courage by refusing to write an anti-gay essay out of moral concern.
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Furthermore, we wanted to zoom in on factors that may influence the effect of a
failure to show moral courage on people’s self-evaluations. In order to do so, we
investigated whether people’s self-evaluations after engaging in anti-gay behavior
depends on whether or not they feel that their counter-attitudinal behavior is vis-
ible to others. There are several areas of research that indicate that the visibility
of one’s behavior to others is important, especially when engaging in immoral
behavior. People have a strong motive to present themselves favorably to others
(for a review, see, e.g., Geen, 1991) and therefore try to engage in praisewor-
thy behavior and refrain from undesirable behavior when their behavior is visible
to others. For example, people primarily engage in moral transgressions in pri-
vate settings and not in public settings (Greene & Low, 2014). Furthermore, cues
of being watched lead to more pro-social behavior in real-life settings (Bateson
et al., 2006) and people are especially likely to buy “green” products in public
rather than private settings (Griskevicius, Tybur, & Van den Bergh, 2010).

In Experiment 1, people’s own anti-gay behavior was salient to others because
participants were informed that their essay could be read by the other partici-
pant. This increased public self-awareness may have made it more difficult for
them to maintain a positive self-concept (e.g., Mazar et al., 2008), because of
increased concern of how their behavior would be evaluated by others (e.g., Hirt
et al., 2000). We therefore argue that engaging in anti-gay behavior within a con-
text that is highly evaluative leads to lowered positive self-evaluations, while
these negative consequences may be attenuated when the evaluative context is
less salient. To test this prediction, we manipulated in Experiment 2 whether par-
ticipants were informed that their anti-gay essays would be read by the experi-
menter (the strong evaluative context condition) or not (the mild evaluative con-
text condition).

Furthermore, we manipulated how hard it was for participants to see their
anti-gay behavior as moral. Building on the work from Mazar et al. (2008), we
expected that people’s positive self-concepts would be most negatively impacted
when it would be relatively difficult to view one’s own behavior as moral, while
their positive self-concepts would remain relatively unaffected when it would
be easier to view one’s own behavior as moral. Participants therefore read the
bogus reaction of another participant who refused to write the anti-gay essay out
of moral concern or out of non-moral concern (i.e., because he/she had an injury
and therefore could not type an essay). It should be harder for participants to view
their own behavior as moral when someone else claimed that writing an anti-gay
essay was immoral. We expected people’s positive self-evaluations to be lower
when they were confronted with a refuser who makes a moral claim (vs. a non-
moral claim), but primarily when they were in a strong evaluative context.

Moreover, including the non-moral reason condition enabled us to rule out
the alternative explanation from Experiment 1, that the positive evaluation of
the refuser of the anti-gay essay was due to the deviant societal position of the
refuser. More specifically, in Experiment 2, the reactions were both consistent
with Dutch societal norms. In either case the other participant refused to engage
in counter-normative behavior (i.e., writing the anti-gay essay), albeit for differ-
ent reasons.

@ Springer



Social Justice Research (2021) 34:173-195 185

Method
Participants and Design

A total of 204 students at Utrecht University participated in exchange for a mon-
etary reward or course credits (M, =21.12 years; SD,,.=2.76 years; 120 women.
193 participants self-identified as heterosexual, two as homosexual/lesbian, and two
as bisexual). Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions of
our 2 (Refusal Reason: moral reason vs. non-moral reason) X 2 (Evaluative Context:
strong vs. mild) experimental design.

Twenty-one additional participants completed this experiment but were not
included in the analyses. Five participants participated more than once in Experi-
ment 2, and we therefore only included their data from the first participation. Fur-
thermore, as in Experiment 1, we excluded participants who refused to write the
essay (15 participants) and/or wrote an essay of one sentence or less (1 participant).
This resulted in a final N of 204. The number of participants per cell varied between
47 and 54.

Procedure

The procedure was similar to Experiment 1. We therefore only elaborate on the dif-
ferences. All participants were asked to write an essay from the viewpoint of a pas-
sionate adversary of gay rights (the anti-gay essay condition of Experiment 1).

Participants were asked to write a good essay. Following research by Van den Bos
et al. (1999), half of the participants were informed that their essay would be evalu-
ated by the experimenter and this message was repeated three times throughout the
experiment (strong evaluative context condition). The other half of the participants
was not given the information that the experimenter would evaluate their essay (mild
evaluative context condition; Van den Bos et al., 1999).

Afterward, participants were confronted with the reaction of someone who had
refused to write the anti-gay essay. In the non-moral reason condition, the other par-
ticipant refused to write the pro-gay essay because he/she had injured his/her hand
and could therefore not type an essay. The moral reason condition was exactly the
same as the anti-gay essay refuser condition in Experiment 1.

Refuser morality (14 items, a=0.96), refuser competence (7 items, a=0.91),
refuser sociability (5 items, a=0.92), and self-evaluation (16 items, a=0.95) were
measured similarly as in Experiment 1. Answers were given on 7-point Likert
scales, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much so). We measured participants’
fear of negative evaluation with a state version of the brief Fear of Negative Eval-
uation scale (12 items, a=0.91; Leary, 1983), consisting of items such as “Right
now, I am afraid others will not approve of me”. Answers were given on 7-point
Likert scales, ranging from 1 (Not at all characteristic of me, at this moment) to 7
(Extremely characteristic of me, at this moment). Participants’ attitudes toward les-
bians, gay men and bisexuals (LGBs) were measured with an adapted version of
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the Attitudes toward Homosexuals scale (21 items, a=0.91; Kite & Deaux, 1986),
which included items such as “I would not mind having a lesbian/gay/bisexual
friend”. Answers were given on 7-point Likert scales, ranging from 1 (Disagree
strongly) to 7 (Agree strongly). We also assessed participants’ sexual orientation.

Results
Assumption Check

As expected, agreement with the assigned anti-gay essay was low (M=11.80,
SD=21.71), which indicated that the assignment did not fit with participants moral
beliefs. Agreement did not differ between the different conditions of our experiment
(all ps>0.290). Participants’ attitudes toward homosexuality were on average posi-
tive (M =68.86, SD=24.95), and did not differ between different conditions of the
experiment (all ps > 0.250).

Check on Attitudes

There was a significant and strong correlation between the one-item thermometer
question that assessed attitudes toward homosexuality, and the 21-item extended
questionnaire that assessed attitudes toward LGBs (r=0.67, p <0.001), thereby vali-
dating our use of the one-item thermometer question as an assessment of partici-
pants’ attitudes toward homosexuality.

Check on Evaluative Context

A one-way ANOVA indicated that the evaluative context manipulation had some
influence on participants’ measured state fear of negative evaluation (Leary, 1983).
Participants in the strong evaluative context condition scored somewhat higher on
this scale (M =3.80, SD=1.16) than participants in the mild evaluative context con-
dition (M =3.53, SD=1.16), but this effect was not significant, F(1, 202)=2.76,
p=0.099, #*=0.01.

Main Analyses

We performed ANOVAs with the Refusal Reason and Evaluative Context manipula-
tions as the independent variables.

Refuser Morality
Results only showed a significant effect of the refusal reason manipulation, F(1,
200)=221.25, p<0.001, np2=0.53, indicating that participants in the moral reason

condition evaluated the refuser as more moral (M =5.62, SD=0.93, 95% CI [5.44,
5.80]), than participants in the non-moral reason condition did (M =3.69, SD=0.92,
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95% CI[3.51, 3.87]). We did not observe a significant main effect of evaluative con-
text, F(1, 200)=0.38, p=0.537, 1, 2=0. 002 nor did we observe a significant inter-
action effect, F(1, 200)=2.14, p= 0 145, n,, 2=0.01. See Table 3 for a detailed over-
view of all statistics, including the non-significant results.

Refuser Competence

Results showed a significant effect of the refusal reason manipulation, F(1,
200)=61.46, p<0.001, 11p2=0.24, indicating that participants in the moral reason
condition ascribed higher competence ratings to the refuser (M =5.78, SD=1.16,
95% CI [ 5.44,5.90]), than did participants in the non-moral reason condition
(M=4.47, SD=1.21, 95% CI [4.09, 4.55]). We did not observe a significant main
effect of evaluative context, F(1, 200)=1.13, p=0.290, 7, 2=0.01, nor did we
observe a significant interaction effect, F(1, 200)=2.94, p= 0 088, np =0.02. See
Table 3 for a detailed overview of all statistics, including the non-significant results.

Refuser Sociability

Results only showed a significant effect of the refusal reason manipulation, F(1,
200)=88.27, p<0.001, 11p2=0.31, indicating that participants in the moral reason
condition evaluated the refuser as more sociable (M =4.62, SD=1.36,95% CI [4.37,
4.85]), than participants in the non-moral reason condition (M=3.01, SD=1.03,
95% CI [2.78, 3.25]). We did not observe a significant main effect of evaluative
context, F(1, 200)=0.01, p=0.921, , 2<0. 001 nor did we observe a significant
interaction effect, F(1, 200)=0.71, p= 0 401, n,, 2=0.004. See Table 3 for a detailed
overview of all statistics, including the non-significant results.

Self-evaluation

Results showed a significant main effect of evaluative context, F(1, 200)=6.22,
p=0.013, ;1p2=0.03, indicating that after writing an anti-gay essay, participants
experienced higher (i.e., more positive) self-evaluations in a mild evaluative context
(M=5.32, SD=0.95, 95% CI [5.12, 5.52]), rather than a strong evaluative context
(M=4.96, SD=1.15, 95% CI [4.74, 5.16]). Furthermore, we observed a signifi-
cant Refusal Reason x Evaluative Context interaction, F(1, 200)=5.41, p=0.021,
11p2=0.03. Simple main effects demonstrated that participants in the non-moral
reason condition experienced similarly high levels of self-evaluation, regardless
of whether they were in a mild evaluative context (M=5.18, SD=0.99) or strong
evaluative context (M=5.16, SD=0.95), F(1, 200)=0.01, p=0.905, ’7p2<0-001-
Figure 1 shows these effects. Importantly, and in support of our expectations, par-
ticipants in the moral reason condition had lowered self-evaluations in the strong
evaluative context (M =4.74, SD=1.32) compared to the mild evaluative context
(M=5.45, SD=0.90), F(1, 200)=11.47, p=0.001, np2=0.05. Figure 1 illustrates
these effects as well. We did not observe a significant main effect of Refuser, F(1,
200)=0.30, p=0.587, ;1p2=0.001. See Table 3 for a detailed overview of all statis-
tics, including the non-significant main effect.
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Self-Evaluation
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Fig. 1 Refusal Reason by Evaluative Context Interaction on self-evaluation in Experiment 2. Error bars
represent standard errors

Discussion

We again observed that people had positive evaluations of others who refused to
write an anti-gay essay out of moral concern—now compared to someone who
refused to write an anti-gay essay out of non-moral concern. We thus did not only
observe this positive evaluation when contrasted with an extremely deviant position
in society (as in Experiment 1) but also when contrasted with a non-deviant position
in society. This is important because it fits with the idea that we investigate a situ-
ation where people appreciate the character of those who—out of moral reasons—
refuse to engage in behavior that they consider to be wrong. In two experiments, we
now observed that people have positive evaluations of others who show moral cour-
age by refusing to write an anti-gay essay out of moral reasons.

Furthermore, we provided further understanding on how a failure to stand up may
impact one’s evaluation of oneself. Our findings extend self-concept maintenance
theory (Mazar et al., 2008). This theory states that people are less likely to engage
in unethical behavior when people are self-aware and it is hard to categorize their
behavior as moral, because this makes it harder to maintain a positive self-concept.
We demonstrate that this may also work the other way around: After engaging in
anti-gay behavior, people’s evaluations of themselves were only lowered when they
believed their essays would be read by the experimenter and they read a moral rea-
son of someone else refusing to engage in the same task. We realize that we should
be cautious in our interpretations. For example, one might also wonder whether
demand characteristics and/or self-presentation concerns might have played a role
when participants believed their essay could be read by the experimenter. Note,
however, that our manipulation only pertained to whether the essay would be read
by the experimenter. In none of our conditions did we make any suggestion that
the answers to the questions would be read by the experimenter. It therefore seems
unlikely that the pattern of findings we observed could be explained by demand
characteristics or self-presentation concerns. In this respect, it may also be noted
that we did not observe a main effect of evaluative context, meaning that only the
fact that participants thought their essay would be read by the experimenter was not
enough to lower their self-evaluations. We do have to acknowledge that our check
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on the evaluative context did not show a significant effect of our manipulation of the
fear for being evaluated. Some caution in interpreting the effects is therefore war-
ranted. The data did show, however, that our manipulation affected how they evalu-
ated themselves. With some caution, we suggest that the knowledge that their essays
would be read by the experimenter may have made them more self-conscious and
thereby increased awareness of their own behavior and moral standards. Combined,
these findings show that engaging in anti-gay behavior that does not fit with one’s
moral values can have negative consequences for one’s evaluation of oneself, but
only under specific conditions.

General Discussion

In two studies, we investigated how people react when they do not stand up for their
convictions, while someone else does. We demonstrated that people who failed to
uphold their moral beliefs still had positive evaluations of others who stand up. More
specifically, pro-gay participants who went along with writing an anti-gay essay
denouncing equal rights for sexual minorities had positive evaluations of others who
had refused this task. We observed this on the evaluation dimensions morality, com-
petence and sociability. Given the conceptual differences we analyzed these dimen-
sions in our studies separately. It may be noted, however, that in their evaluations,
people may hold similar views on different dimensions. A positive evaluation of
morality may well come with a positive evaluation of sociability, and that is indeed
what our data showed as reflected in the strong positive correlations between the
evaluations (Table 1). Also note, however, that the presence of different dimensions
could potentially lead to a differentiated pattern. For example, when seeing someone
else taking a more moral stance, people might positively value the other high on
agency, but lower their ratings of the other’s likability (see, e.g., Cramwinckel et al.,
2013, Experiment 2). In the current paper, we did not observe this differentiated pat-
tern, but perhaps this possibility could be examined in future research.

In Experiment 1, we demonstrated that participants had more positive evaluations
of the other person when they read a refusal to write an anti-gay essay, rather than
a refusal to write a pro-gay essay. Furthermore, participants reported more posi-
tive self-evaluations after having written a pro-gay, rather than an anti-gay essay. In
Experiment 2, all participants wrote an anti-gay essay. As in Experiment 1, people
had positive evaluations of the other participant who refused to write an anti-gay
essay out of moral concern. We also showed that participants’ self-evaluations were
lowered when they read a moral reason rather than a non-moral reason, but only
when they believed that their own anti-gay essay would be read by the experimenter.

By studying how people react to others who stand up for their convictions, our
studies add to the literature by addressing an issue that may potentially keep peo-
ple from standing up: fear for negative social repercussions. We observed that in
this particular setting, standing up was not evaluated negatively. In fact, non-morally
courageous participants had positive evaluations of others, on the three most impor-
tant dimensions of person perception (Leach et al., 2007). This insight may prove
to be relevant in future studies and theorizing on obstacles that people perceive in
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upholding their moral beliefs. Perhaps some of these obstacles (e.g., the fear for
negative repercussions) may not be as high as feared, or may not even be the main
obstacle for people to inhibit morally courageous behavior.

Another relevant contribution is the focus on people’s evaluation of one-self.
How moral courage or the failure to show moral courage impacts people’s self-eval-
uations has not been investigated thoroughly. However, a deeper understanding of
how people’s self-images are influenced by these behaviors may be very relevant
in better understanding what drives people to show or not show moral courage.
This is also related to the theory of moral self-regulation (e.g., Zhong et al., 2009).
More specifically, people’s self-concepts were more negative after writing an anti-
gay essay rather than a pro-gay essay (Experiment 1). Interestingly, we also present
evidence that people’s self-concepts are flexible and only affected under specific
conditions. In an extension of self-concept maintenance theory (Mazar et al., 2008),
we demonstrate that people’s self-concepts are only negatively impacted when their
own behavior is salient and it is hard to view their behavior as moral (Experiment 2).
This implies that people may often remain silent without negative repercussions to
their self-image. This may, however, also be contingent on the type of behavior that
people display. In the current studies, people not standing up meant that participants
went along with the requested task. This may have allowed participants to construe
their decision in terms of inaction (“I failed to stand up for equal rights by not refus-
ing to write this essay”) rather than in terms of action (“I actively undermined equal
rights by writing this essay”). As research on the omission bias has shown, reac-
tions to immoral inactions are often milder than to immoral actions (e.g., Cushman
et al., 2006; Ritov & Baron, 1992). An interesting implication of this observation
would be to assess what would happen if participants in future studies would have
the opportunity to go along with our request in more active way. For example, in
future research, participants could be asked to actively indicate that they are willing
to write the essay? It could be assessed whether this alternative way of standing up
could have an impact on participants’ actual behaviors and self-evaluations. Perhaps
this future research would reveal that making compliance an active decision leads to
stronger effects on self-evaluations. For future research it may be interesting to see
whether the action-inaction difference is also relevant to understanding reactions to
(not) standing up.

Future studies could also address another issue, namely whether it matters
whether people already experience a moral conflict before finding out that some-
body else steps up, or whether the stepping-up of others makes people realize that
they in fact showed questionable behavior. Having actively shown immoral behav-
ior (as opposed to inactively) may increase the likelihood that people already expe-
rience a moral conflict. As we discussed in our introduction, following up on an
explicit request to write an essay that is against one’s conviction may also generate
more of a conflict than acting against one’s convictions in more ambiguous settings.
We have no data that speaks directly to this matter. But this may be an important
issue for future research to address as well. Such studies could, for example, shed
more light on the issue of when people derogate those who stand up (as found in the
moral rebel literature) and when (as in the current study) people positively evaluate
those who stand up.
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The findings we obtained here may be relevant for the literature on defensive
responding (e.g., Cohen & Sherman, 2014) by highlighting a situation where a fail-
ure to show moral behavior does not lead to defensive responding (i.e., negatively
evaluating the other person). This is important because one could argue that people
will only change their behavior when they feel motivated to compensate their previ-
ous mischiefs with improved future behavior (e.g., Zhong et al., 2009). Thus, it can
be argued that more negative self-evaluations will motivate compensation behavior.
This will especially be the case in situations where no defensive responding occurs
(i.e., no derogation of the other person), because defensive responses are an alterna-
tive way of dealing with self-threat that will prevent behavioral change (e.g., Cohen
& Sherman, 2014). Thus, we suggest that compensation behavior will be particu-
larly likely when the need for compensation is high (i.e., lowered self-evaluations)
and defensive responding is low (i.e., positive other-evaluations). This would imply,
for instance, that although people could be easily enticed to write an anti-gay essay,
they might afterward donate more time or money to a pro-gay charity in order to
restore their moral self-worth.

Related to this is our observation that being confronted with someone who
refuses to engage in counter-attitudinal behavior may sometimes teach people how
to stick to their convictions. Maybe witnessing a refusal to engage in counter-atti-
tudinal behavior can liberate people to act in line with their own moral beliefs as
well. This connects to literature on moral elevation that demonstrates that witness-
ing moral behavior by others can induce moral or pro-social behavior (e.g., Aquino
et al., 2011; Pohling & Diessner, 2016; Schnall & Roper, 2012; Schnall et al.; 2010).
It may be interesting to systematically investigate under which conditions people
learn from the exemplary behavior of the morally courageous.

One potential limitation of our current work is that we did not incorporate hier-
archical or power differences. In some situations, speaking up means going against
one’s superiors. This could, for example, be relevant to the literature on retaliation
against whistleblowers. Although it would be in the interest of companies and soci-
ety at large when people would blow the whistle on organizational misconduct, this
often does not happen. And when it does, those who dare to blow the whistle are
often targets of negative reactions and retaliation (e.g., Mesmer-Magnus & Viswes-
varan, 2005; Yeargain & Kessler, 2009). Investigating reactions to moral courage by
people who hold different positions may an interesting avenue for future research.

Another potential limitation concerns the generalizability of the findings. Our
samples consisted of participants who were higher educated, relatively young and
overwhelmingly heterosexual. It is possible that some of our findings would be dif-
ferent in different populations. For example, people who identify as LGBTQ + may
refuse to engage in such an experimental task to a larger degree than we observed
in the current studies, and/or be more self-critical when they do engage in such an
experimental task. It would therefore be interesting to explore how our findings hold
in other populations.

To conclude, our experiments indicate that behaving in accordance with one’s
moral beliefs remains a challenge. Most people can be easily persuaded to engage in
counter-attitudinal behavior, in some cases even without any repercussions to their
personal self-concepts. However, our results also paint a more optimistic picture.
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We show that people have positive views of others who refuse to compromise their
moral values and uphold these values when others fail to do so. This suggests that
negative repercussions for those who defend moral causes may not be as severe as
feared.
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