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Abstract
For centuries, the relationship between morality and well-being has been a focal point of 
philosophical debate. Recent empirical research has produced mixed results, showing both 
positive and negative associations between moral engagement and well-being. Our explor-
atory research examines two forms of moral engagement—moral identity and moral atten-
tiveness—and their potential implications for well-being. In Study 1 (N = 149), we found 
that a stronger moral identity was generally associated with higher well-being, whereas 
greater moral attentiveness showed mixed associations, including links to increased rumi-
nation and some indicators of poorer well-being. Mediation analyses suggested that moral 
identity may contribute to well-being through strengthened social connectedness, while 
moral attentiveness may be associated with reduced well-being through rumination. In 
Study 2 (N = 118), a 14-day daily-diary study, moral attentiveness was associated with 
increased rumination at the within-person level, and some indicators of well-being showed 
small day-to-day fluctuations in relation to moral identity and moral attentiveness. These 
findings provide preliminary insights into how different forms of moral engagement may 
relate to well-being, emphasizing the complexity of these relationships and the importance 
of future research to further explore these dynamics.

Keywords  Wellbeing · Moral identity · Moral attentiveness · Social connectedness · 
Rumination

For centuries, philosophers have considered the relationship between morality and wellbe-
ing. While Immanuel Kant argued that happiness is unimportant in the realm of morality 
(Kant, 2011 [1785]), Aristotle viewed wellbeing and morality as inextricably linked (Suik-
kanen, 2014). More recently, there is a growing body of empirical evidence examining the 
relationship between morality and happiness (e.g., Hofmann et al., 2014), revealing a com-
plex and nuanced relationship. While studies have shown that engaging with morality can 
lead to better wellbeing (Waytz & Hofmann, 2020), others have found cases where moral 
engagement appears to have the opposite effect (Oser, 2010). Given the conflicting find-
ings, it is crucial to gain a deeper understanding of the specific forms of moral engagement 
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that lead to differing outcomes for wellbeing, and the potential underlying mechanisms that 
explain these opposing patterns.

In the current research, we examined two different ways that people engage with 
their moral worlds; by either being attentive to the morality of their daily decisions (i.e., 
moral attentiveness) or through shaping their personal identities around moral values 
and virtues (i.e., moral identity). Furthermore, we explored whether these two modes 
may have different implications for wellbeing and posited two processes through which 
these relationships manifest. The current studies aimed to clarify the conflicting find-
ings documented in past work and explore the potential mechanisms that underlie the 
relationship between moral engagement and wellbeing.

1 � What is Moral Engagement?

People engage with morally relevant decision-making, judgment, and behaviour in their 
everyday lives (Hofmann et al., 2014), yet the extent to which people recognize, reflect 
on, or identify with moral content varies across both individuals (Krettenauer, 2022; 
Krettenauer & Hertz, 2015) and situations (Al Halbusi et al., 2022; Aquino et al., 2009; 
Bratanova et al., 2012; Culiberg & Mihelič, 2016). One way of conceptualizing moral 
engagement is the recognition of and reflection on the moral dimensions of day-to-day 
issues and decisions (Reynolds, 2008), while another is the value placed on display-
ing moral virtues that define one’s identity (Aquino & Reed, 2002). While both can be 
considered forms of everyday moral engagement, how they manifest in decision-mak-
ing processes or as guides to behaviour are likely to differ, with potentially distinctive 
downstream implications for well-being.

Moral engagement refers to the active cognitive and emotional interaction with moral 
content in daily life. This encompasses not only overt behaviours but also the inter-
nal processes of considering morality as central to one’s identity (Moral Identity) and 
consistently attending to moral content (Moral Attentiveness). We acknowledge that the 
term "moral disengagement" has been previously conceptualized by Albert Bandura, 
particularly in the context of commitment to moral behaviour. Bandura’s (1999) work 
primarily focused on the mechanisms through which people disengage morally to justify 
unethical behaviour. Our use of the term is broader and includes not only behavioural 
commitment but also cognitive and emotional engagement with moral content and deci-
sions in daily life.

In this study, we conceptualize Moral Identity and Moral Attentiveness as distinct forms 
of moral engagement. We define moral engagement as the active cognitive and emotional 
interaction with moral content in daily life, which includes not only overt behaviours but 
also internal processes. Moral Identity represents the cognitive and emotional commitment 
to moral values as central to one’s identity, while Moral Attentiveness reflects the habitual 
attention to moral content in one’s experiences. This broader definition allows us to cap-
ture the multifaceted nature of how individuals engage with morality. Our research aims 
to explore how this broad form of moral engagement, irrespective of its nature, influences 
well-being. By adopting this approach, we also recognize that moral engagement varies 
among individuals; some may find morality less central to their decisions and daily experi-
ences. Understanding this spectrum of engagement allows us to capture a fuller picture of 
how moral considerations impact well-being across different contexts and individuals.
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1.1 � Moral Attentiveness

Moral attentiveness describes “the extent to which an individual chronically perceives and 
considers morality and moral elements” throughout their lived experiences (Reynolds, 
2008, p. 1028) and captures the variation in the attention individuals afford to morally rel-
evant matters they encounter in their day-to-day lives (Reynolds & Miller, 2015). In devel-
oping the construct of moral attentiveness, Reynolds (2008) drew from Fiske and Taylor’s 
(1991) proposition that attention is governed by three key factors: (1) saliency, i.e., the con-
textual importance of a particular stimulus, (2) vividness, i.e., how compelling that stimu-
lus is, and (3) the accessibility of the related cognitive framework. Fiske and Taylor (1991) 
differentiated between ‘regular’ sources of accessibility, which are temporarily available 
cognitive frameworks that are unlikely to influence cognition, as opposed to ‘chronic’ 
sources of accessibility, that are inclined to dominate cognition and shape the interpreta-
tion of incoming stimuli. Reynolds (2008) argued that moral concepts constitute a unique 
cognitive framework that can act as a source of chronic accessibility and greatly influence 
the appraisal of incoming information. Individuals who regularly access moral frameworks 
will perceive and interpret stimuli through a lens that highlights moral elements and will 
depend on this to make sense of their lived experiences (Reynolds, 2008). This process of 
moral cognition encapsulates a perceptual dimension and a reflective dimension; the for-
mer describes the process of automatically screening information using a moral perspective 
whereas the latter describes the process of using morality to reflect on information (Wurth-
mann, 2013).

Research has shown moral attentiveness to be associated with various moral behav-
iour, further highlighting the association between higher moral attentiveness and increased 
engagement with moral content and considerations. For example, those higher in moral 
attentiveness tend to be less likely to engage in negative workplace behaviour and tend to 
remain in the workplace longer, as they are more likely to be committed to the ethical val-
ues of the organization (Ames et al., 2020; Murtaza et al., 2022). Studies have also found 
that employees who are more morally attentive are less likely to withhold information that 
could help resolve problems in the workplace, even when faced with a difficult or uncivil 
work environment (Khan et  al., 2022). Overall, while moral attentiveness focuses on an 
individual’s awareness and attention to moral issues in specific situations, another way to 
engage with moral content is through the broader construct of moral identity that encom-
passes one’s self-concept as a moral person and their commitment to moral values and 
behaviors.

1.2 � Moral Identity

Moral identity refers to how central possessing and displaying moral virtue is to one’s iden-
tity (Hardy & Carlo, 2011). Aquino and Reed’s (2002) conception of moral identity involve 
moral schemas; networks of chronically accessible moral principles and characteristics, 
that may be fundamental to an individuals’ identity (Lapsley & Narvaez, 2004; Shao et al., 
2008). It is argued that a dynamic and reciprocal relationship exists such that the more 
accessible a moral schema is, the more important it is to the individual’s identity and vice 
versa (Lapsley & Narvaez, 2004). Moral identity has two dimensions: an internalization 
dimension describing how readily accessible an individual’s moral self-schema is, and a 
symbolization dimension capturing how much an individual values outwardly portraying 
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moral characteristics to others (Aquino et  al., 2009; Boegershausen et  al., 2015). These 
knowledge structures can be further conceptualized as representing aspects of ourselves 
as the driving force informing moral ideals and in turn creating and maintaining a moral 
identity (Aquino et al., 2009; Fiske, 2000; Hardy & Carlo, 2011; Lapsley & Narvaez, 2004; 
Stets & Carter, 2006). Through this understanding, moral identity has mostly been theo-
rized as a stable characteristic that may develop in an individual over time (Blasi, 2004; 
Colby & Damon, 1992; Moshman, 2005), however, scholars also argue that it may be more 
of an active state that changes situationally (Aquino et al., 2009; Monin & Jordan, 2009; 
Stets & Carter, 2006).

A salient moral identity has been shown to be predictive of engagement with moral 
content and prosocial acts in daily life. For example, a salient moral identity is associated 
with increased charitable behaviour and making a positive difference in the world (Aquino 
& Reed, 2002; Pratt et al., 2003; Stets & Carter, 2006) and has been associated with an 
increased likelihood of forgiveness, felt moral obligation, and charitable behaviour towards 
out-group members (Reed & Aquino, 2003). Placing importance on one’s moral identity 
has also been associated with engagement with morally charged content online, such as 
race-related issues (Bindra & DeCuir-Gunby, 2020) and has been linked to displays of 
increased empathy and openness both online and in-person (El Hazzouri et al., 2019; Mor-
gan & Fowers, 2022).

1.3 � The Relationship Between Moral Engagement and Wellbeing

While Kant and Aristotle disagree on whether happiness and wellbeing are related 
to morality, recent research suggests that it is not a matter of whether they are related, 
but how. On the one hand, research has found everyday moral acts are associated with 
higher levels of momentary happiness (Hofmann et al., 2014), that moral behavior leads 
to increased daily wellbeing (Waytz & Hofmann, 2020), and that while moral identity has 
been linked to greater wellbeing (Garcia et al., 2018), moral attentiveness has been associ-
ated with increased employee welfare (Al Halbusi, 2022; Al Halbusi et al., 2021). On the 
other hand, the relationship between personal moral engagement and wellbeing appears 
to be inconsistent. For instance, a recent meta-analysis found the relationship between 
prosocial behaviour and wellbeing is defined by a weak-to-moderate association (Hui et al., 
2020). Furthermore, in a study conducted by Giacalone et al., (2015) paradoxical findings 
emerged when examining the relationship between moral identity, moral attentiveness, and 
subjective well-being; although moral identity was linked to increased wellbeing, moral 
attentiveness was found to have mixed associations with wellbeing. The study also found 
that the relationship between moral identity and well-being is weaker for individuals who 
report engaging in more frequent ethical decision-making behaviors, emphasizing the com-
plex relationship between ethics and well-being, and underscoring the need for further 
research to disentangle these relationships.

2 � Current Studies

Research to date suggests that the relationship between moral engagement and well-
being is mixed. Understanding when and why moral engagement leads to either posi-
tive or negative well-being was the aim of the current research. Our approach was 
exploratory, seeking to uncover potential connections between different forms of moral 
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engagement and well-being without adhering to strict hypotheses, and allowing us to 
comprehensively investigate the nuances of these relationships.

In our study, we focused on the variables of moral identity and moral attentiveness to 
capture personal moral engagement. These constructs were chosen because they seem to 
capture personal moral engagement most prominently, as opposed to measuring moral 
relevance or judgment, which more directly reflect the content of one’s moral concerns 
rather than the general tendency to engage with morality (Rhee et  al., 2019). While 
these constructs represent different aspects of moral engagement, they are not oppos-
ing. Rather, they indicate different emphases on how individuals think about their moral 
choices and decisions.

Beyond examining which form of moral engagement may be related to well-being, 
and in which direction, we also aimed to explore potential mechanisms that may explain 
the differential effects of moral engagement on well-being that have been reported in 
previous research. First, we examined whether social connectedness may represent one 
pathway through which moral engagement increases well-being. It is well established 
that moral engagement is linked to increases in social connection. For instance, proso-
cial engagement in the form of volunteering has been associated with strengthened 
social integration, as determined by volunteers’ subjective levels of occupational, social, 
and familial support (Piliavin & Siegl, 2007). Additionally, there is robust evidence to 
show that social connectedness positively contributes to well-being (e.g., Chu et  al., 
2010; Huang et al., 2019). We hypothesized that moral engagement might amplify well-
being through an increased sense of connection with other people, given that engaging 
with morality involves contemplating how the consequences of our actions could impact 
those around us.

Secondly, we explored whether moral engagement might also trigger a ruminative 
process that ultimately diminishes well-being. Rumination, defined as repetitive and pas-
sive thinking about distressing situations, is well known to predict poor well-being and 
depression (Harrington & Loffredo, 2010; Smith & Alloy, 2009). Although less research 
has examined the link between moral engagement and rumination, we hypothesized that 
the cognitive and emotional processes involved in moral engagement, such as reflecting on 
fairness, justice, and the consequences of one’s actions, could lead to ruminative thinking. 
There has been some research indicating that moral engagement can lead to ruminative 
processes (Eden et al., 2017). While the specific link between ruminating over moral prob-
lems and distress has not been conclusively established, it is well-documented that rumina-
tion in general is associated with feelings of distress (Nolen-Hoeksema et al., 2008). There-
fore, it is plausible that ruminating over moral problems would similarly lead to distress.

To examine our key research questions, we conducted three cross-sectional studies to 
identify correlational evidence for our hypotheses. We report the first of these studies in 
our manuscript, and the other two in Supplementary Materials which replicate our findings 
using different samples and some variation in measures. We also conducted a daily-diary 
study to examine the variation in the predicted relationships over time and throughout indi-
viduals’ daily experiences.

In our studies, we included a range of well-being measures to comprehensively sample 
the well-being space. This approach is consistent with previous research that highlights the 
value of considering multiple dimensions of well-being (Bastian et al., 2012; Erbas et al., 
2014; Erbas et al., 2019; Haines et al., 2016). Given the exploratory nature of our research, 
we did not have specific predictions about the relationships between moral engagement and 
individual well-being measures. Instead, our aim was to take a first step in understanding 
any connections between these forms of moral engagement and well-being.
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Our main approach to this research project was exploratory and was approved by the 
Human Research Ethics Committee of The University of Melbourne (HREC Project no. 
27777) prior to its initiation. We report all manipulations, measures, and exclusions in 
these studies. None of the studies in this manuscript were pre-registered. All data, code, 
and codebooks can be found on the Open Science Framework: https://​osf.​io/​6qevj/?​view_​
only=​8b659​8f2c5​704e7​18d7e​4052a​c7048​d7.

3 � Study 1

In Study 1, we conducted an online survey to explore potential links between our two 
focal constructs—moral engagement and well-being—as well as our process variables. 
The survey aimed to investigate whether there might be relationships between moral iden-
tity, moral attentiveness, and well-being, and to explore whether social connectedness and 
rumination could play a role in these relationships. Rather than seeking to confirm spe-
cific hypotheses, this study was exploratory in nature, aiming to gather initial evidence on 
how these constructs might be interconnected. We were particularly interested in examin-
ing whether moral identity and moral attentiveness could influence well-being and whether 
social connectedness and rumination might mediate these potential relationships. This 
approach allowed us to identify patterns and generate insights that could inform future 
research, while remaining open to a range of possible outcomes.

4 � Methods

4.1 � Participants

One hundred and sixty-seven undergraduate psychology students at a large Australian uni-
versity participated in exchange for course credit. Twenty participants were excluded for 
not meeting the time or response requirements (i.e., in fewer than 370 s or having answered 
less than 70% of the survey). The final sample consisted of 149 participants, with 45 male, 
102 female, and 2 non-binary participants, aged 17–37 (M = 19.33, SD = 2.49). Two par-
ticipants did not disclose their age. The majority of participants were born in Australia 
(42.29%) or China (32.65%) and were not closely affiliated with any religion (63.27%). The 
sample had a political left leaning on social issues (M = 2.53, SD = 1.49) and centrist views 
on economic issues (M = 3.15, SD = 1.30). A sensitivity G-power analysis indicated that 
the final sample size of 149 participants was large enough to detect a small-to-medium cor-
relation (r = 0.23) according to Cohen’s thresholds (Cohen, 1988), given a power of 0.80 
(Faul et al., 2009), This threshold aligns with the effect sizes reported by Giacalone et al. 
(2015).

4.2 � Materials

The following measures were utilized for Study 1 (see supplementary material for full 
question sets and descriptive statistics). Questionnaires were presented in a random order 
to control for order effects.

Moral Attentiveness. Moral attentiveness was assessed using Reynolds’ (2008) 
12-item instrument designed to measure the extent to which individuals consistently 

https://osf.io/6qevj/?view_only=8b6598f2c5704e718d7e4052ac7048d7
https://osf.io/6qevj/?view_only=8b6598f2c5704e718d7e4052ac7048d7
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perceive and reflect on moral content in their daily lives. Respondents rated each item 
on a 7-point Likert scale (e.g., “In a typical day, I face several ethical dilemmas.”; 1 = 
strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = 0.90).

Moral Identity. Moral identity was evaluated using Aquino and Reed’s (2002) 10- 
item Self-Importance of Moral Identity Scale, referred to from here onwards as moral 
identity (AR). This scale was designed to capture both the internalization and sym-
bolization aspects of moral identity. Respondents were presented with a list of virtues 
for which they would have to individually rate items on a 7-point Likert scale (e.g., “I 
strongly desire to have this characteristic.”; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α 
= 0.82).

Psychological Wellbeing. The Psychological Wellbeing Scale was utilized to measure 
wellbeing. It assesses six domains of positive functioning: autonomy, environmental mas-
tery, personal growth, positive relationships with others, purpose in life, and self-accept-
ance (Ryff, 1989). Items such as “I enjoy personal and mutual conversations with fam-
ily members and friends” were rated on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly agree, 7 = 
strongly disagree; α = 0.88).

Meaning. The presence of meaning subscale from the Meaning in Life Questionnaire 
was used to measure the extent to which individuals perceive their lives to be meaningful 
and have a sense of purpose (Steger et al., 2006). Respondents rated each item on a 7- point 
Likert scale (e.g., “My life has a clear sense of purpose.”; 1 = absolutely untrue, 7 = abso-
lutely true; α = 0.84).

Happiness. The Subjective Happiness Scale is a 4-item measure designed to assess 
individuals’ overall self-evaluated happiness (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999). Responses 
were provided on a 7-point Likert scale with each item having different anchor points (α 
= 0.83). The responses to the first item “In general, I consider myself” ranged from not a 
very happy person (1) to a very happy person (7). The second item asked respondents to 
compare their level of happiness to their peers’ from less happy (1) to more happy (7). The 
third and fourth items describe happy and unhappy people, respectively, and ask respond-
ents to rate the extent to which each description characterizes them from not at all (1) to a 
great deal (7).

Satisfaction With Life. The 5-item Satisfaction with Life Scale was designed to measure 
individuals’ global judgments of their contentment with their lives (Diener et al., 1985). 
Respondents answered items such as “In most ways my life is close to my ideal” on a 7- 
point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = 0.84).

Emotion Frequency and Intensity. To measure the frequency and intensity of emotions, 
two scales developed by Bastian and colleagues (2012) were used. The first 8-item scale 
asks how often respondents have felt positive emotions (happy, relaxed, calm, joyful; α 
= 0.81) and negative emotions (anxious, depressed, stressed, sad; α = 0.81) over the past 
two-week period from none of the time (1) to all of the time (9). The second 8-item scale 
asks how intense the experience of positive (α = 0.82) and negative emotions (α = 0.77) 
were from very mild (1) to very intense (9).

Depression. The Centre for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale is composed of 
20- items and designed to measure depressive symptomatology in the general population 
(Radloff, 1977). Respondents were asked to indicate how often over the past week they 
experienced symptoms such as disrupted sleep, poor mood and low appetite on a 4-point 
Likert scale (0 = rarely or none of the time, 3 = most or almost all the time; α = 0.90) e.g., 
“I felt that I could not shake off the blues even with help from my family or friends”.

Social Connectedness. Social connectedness was assessed using the revised Social Con-
nectedness Scale (SCS-R20; Lee et al., 2001). Respondents rated items on a 7-point Likert 
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scale (e.g., “I feel comfortable in the presence of strangers”; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = 
strongly agree; α = 0.94).

Rumination. Rumination was measured using the 22-item ruminative response scale 
developed by Nolen-Hoeksema and Morrow (1991). Respondents rated items on a 4-point 
Likert scale (e.g., “How often do you ‘Think, why do I always react this way?’”; 1 = 
almost never, 4 = almost always; α = 0.94).

5 � Results

Participants who provided incomplete responses were excluded to ensure data quality. The 
response time requirement of 370 s was set based on preliminary testing to prevent rushed 
responses. Demographic variables were controlled for to account for their potential influ-
ence on moral engagement, and VIF calculations confirmed no multicollinearity in our 
regression models. In our analysis, we collapsed the subscales of moral identity (internali-
zation and symbolization) and moral attentiveness (perception and reflection) into single 
composite scores. This decision was based on the moderate to high correlations observed 
between the subscales (moral identity: r = 0.37, p < 0.001; moral attentiveness: r = 0.49, 
p < 0.001; see Supplementary Materials).

5.1 � Correlational Analyses

Two-tailed Pearson correlations were conducted to examine the direction and strength of 
associations between moral identity, moral attentiveness, a range of wellbeing measures 
and process variables, as seen in Table 1. The correlations between the key variables in 
Study 1 are presented in Table 1. Moral identity was positively correlated with several indi-
cators of well-being. Specifically, moral identity was significantly and positively associated 
with psychological well-being, meaning in life, satisfaction with life, happiness, and social 
connectedness. These findings suggest that individuals with a stronger moral identity tend 
to experience higher levels of well-being across multiple dimensions.

Conversely, moral attentiveness showed weaker and more mixed associations with 
well-being. While moral attentiveness was positively correlated with moral identity, it was 
non-significantly related to PWB, meaning, SWL, or happiness. Interestingly, moral atten-
tiveness was positively associated with the intensity of negative emotions (NE) and rumi-
nation, indicating that individuals who are more morally attentive may be more prone to 
experiencing negative emotional states and engage in ruminative thinking.

The associations between well-being indicators and emotional experiences were con-
sistent with previous literature. PWB was positively correlated with meaning, SWL, and 
happiness and was negatively correlated with both the intensity and frequency of NE, as 
well as depression and rumination. These patterns suggest that higher psychological well-
being is associated with more positive emotions, greater life satisfaction, and less frequent 
and intense negative emotions.

Social connectedness emerged as a robust predictor of well-being, demonstrating sig-
nificant positive correlations with PWB, meaning, SWL, happiness, and frequency of posi-
tive emotions (PE). Furthermore, social connectedness was negatively correlated with the 
intensity and frequency of NE, depression, and rumination. These results underscore the 
clear link between the quality of social relationships and psychological well-being. The 
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effect sizes of the correlations ranged from small to medium according to Cohen’s (1988) 
thresholds.

5.2 � Multiple Regression Analyses

Multiple regression analyses were conducted to examine the predictive value of moral 
attentiveness and moral identity on various well-being outcomes, while controlling for 
demographic variables (age, gender, and conservatism) as well as the alternative moral 
engagement predictor, as seen in Table 2. These models included both moral engagement 
variables (moral attentiveness and moral identity) as simultaneous predictors, allowing us 
to examine their unique contributions to well-being outcomes. The results indicated that 
moral attentiveness was a significant negative predictor of psychological well-being (PWB) 
and happiness. However, moral attentiveness was non-significantly associated with mean-
ing in life, satisfaction with life (SWL), or the intensity and frequency of positive emotions 
(PE) (Table 3).

Moral identity, on the other hand, emerged as a robust positive predictor across sev-
eral well-being indicators. Specifically, moral identity was positively associated with PWB, 
meaning in life, SWL, and happiness. Interestingly, moral identity was not associated with 
the intensity or frequency of PE.

Among the control variables, age was a significant positive predictor of PWB, though it 
was unrelated to other well-being outcomes. Economic conservatism was a positive predic-
tor of happiness but did not predict other outcomes. Social conservatism and gender were 
not associated with any of the well-being measures. The overall models explained a moder-
ate amount of variance in PWB and meaning, with smaller amounts of variance explained 
in other well-being outcomes.

Multiple regression analyses were also conducted to assess the influence of moral atten-
tiveness and moral identity on depression, negative emotions (NE), social connectedness, 
and rumination, controlling for demographic variables. The results showed that moral 
attentiveness was a significant positive predictor of depression, the intensity of NE, and 
rumination. Moreover, moral attentiveness was a significant negative predictor of social 
connectedness. However, it was unrelated to the frequency of NE.

In contrast, moral identity was a significant positive predictor of social connectedness, 
suggesting that individuals with stronger moral identities tend to experience greater social 
connectedness. Moral identity, however, was not associated with depression, the intensity 
or frequency of NE, or rumination.

Regarding the control variables, female gender was a significant positive predictor of 
the intensity and frequency of NE, while other demographic variables were not associated 
with the wellbeing variables. The models explained modest amounts of variance, particu-
larly for social connectedness and negative emotions.

However, given that the study analyses were not preregistered, and the bivariate cor-
relations provided a more direct examination of the relationships, the regression analyses 
should be interpreted cautiously. The inclusion of demographic variables and the alter-
native form of moral engagement in the multivariate models allowed us to examine the 
unique contributions of each predictor while accounting for shared variance. These mod-
els provide a more nuanced and conservative understanding of the relationships between 
moral engagement and well-being. Importantly, the results of the multivariate analyses 
were largely consistent with the bivariate findings, lending support to the robustness of 
these associations.
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5.3 � Mediation Analyses

Additionally, given direct and differential relationships were found between moral atten-
tiveness, moral identity, and wellbeing, mediation analyses were conducted to test whether 
social connectedness helped to explain the positive association between moral identity and 
wellbeing, and rumination helped to explain the negative relationship between moral atten-
tiveness and wellbeing. Both positive and negative effects on wellbeing were examined 
for each mediator variable (see Supplementary Materials). Analyses revealed an indirect 
effect of moral identity on increased wellbeing via increased social connectedness for the 
following outcomes: psychological wellbeing (direct effect: b = 0.13 (0.05); indirect effect: 
b = 0.19, 95%CI [0.11, 0.27]), satisfaction with life (direct effect: b = 0.11 (0.11); indirect 
effect: b = 0.20, 95%CI [0.10, 0.33]), happiness (direct effect: b = 0.01 (0.09); indirect 
effect: b = 0.27, 95%CI [0.16, 0.40]), and meaning (direct effect: b = 0.24 (0.10); indirect 
effect: b = 0.17, 95%CI [0.08, 0.29]). Similarly, moral attentiveness had an indirect effect 
on depression (direct effect: b = 0.01 (0.03); indirect effect: b = 0.08, 95%CI [0.02, 0.14]), 
and the intensity of negative emotions (direct effect: b = 0.17 (0.13); indirect effect: b = 
0.18, 95%CI [0.05, 0.32]), through increased rumination.1

6 � Discussion

The findings from Study 1 offer nuanced insights into how distinct dimensions of moral 
engagement—moral identity and moral attentiveness—relate to various aspects of well-
being. Our analyses revealed consistent and robust associations between moral identity and 
positive well-being outcomes, while the effects of moral attentiveness were more mixed 
and predominantly associated with negative emotional experiences.

The positive relationships between moral identity and well-being align with prior 
research emphasizing the beneficial role of a strong moral self-concept (Cloninger, 2013). 
A well-developed moral identity may provide individuals with a sense of purpose and 
direction, contributing to greater life satisfaction and psychological flourishing. Further-
more, the strong association between moral identity and social connectedness suggests 
that identifying with moral values may facilitate stronger interpersonal relationships and a 
sense of belonging. Individuals who prioritize fairness, honesty, and kindness are likely to 
engage in positive social interactions, which in turn may bolster their sense of social inte-
gration and overall well-being (Piliavin & Siegl, 2007). These associations were evident 
in both bivariate correlations and in multiple regression analyses that controlled for moral 

1  We conducted two additional replication studies (Studies 1b and 1c), which are reported in the Supple-
mentary Materials for clarity and concision. Study 1b, conducted with a more demographically diverse 
MTurk sample, broadly replicated the findings of Study 1: moral identity was positively associated with 
multiple indicators of well-being and social connectedness, while moral attentiveness was associated with 
increased rumination and showed mixed associations with well-being. Study 1c further extended these find-
ings using more comprehensive well-being measures and an additional measure of moral identity (Black & 
Reynolds, 2016). The results similarly supported our main findings—moral identity was positively asso-
ciated with well-being and social connectedness, while moral attentiveness was linked to increased rumi-
nation and reduced well-being. While a few differences in effect strength and significance were observed 
across the replication studies, the overall patterns were consistent with our initial findings and helped to 
strengthen the robustness of our conclusions. Full details of these studies, including correlation tables, 
regression results, and mediation models can be found in the Supplementary Materials.
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attentiveness and demographic variables. Given the modest shared variance between moral 
identity and moral attentiveness, we interpret these effects based on models that control for 
the alternate form of moral engagement, which we believe offer a more precise estimate of 
each construct’s unique contribution.

The lack of significant associations between moral attentiveness and positive well-
being measures, coupled with its links to negative emotions and rumination, presents a 
more complex picture. These findings persisted in models controlling for moral identity 
and demographics, further supporting the unique contribution of moral attentiveness to 
these outcomes. One possible explanation is that heightened moral attentiveness may lead 
individuals to become more aware of moral violations and injustices in their environment, 
which could elicit negative emotional responses and promote ruminative thought patterns 
(Eden et al., 2017; Haidt & Kesebir, 2010; Nolen-Hoeksema et al., 2008; Reynolds, 2008). 
This increased sensitivity to moral issues may, therefore, have emotional costs, potentially 
diminishing aspects of well-being. Additionally, the negative association between moral 
attentiveness and social connectedness may reflect the potential for moral scrutiny to create 
interpersonal tensions or feelings of alienation, particularly if one’s moral concerns are not 
shared or appreciated by others (Wright & Baril, 2011).

It is important to note that while moral identity and moral attentiveness were positively 
correlated with each other, their associations with well-being outcomes diverged markedly. 
This suggests that while both constructs pertain to moral engagement, they may operate 
through different psychological mechanisms and have distinct associations with individual 
well-being. Moral identity may function as an integrative aspect of the self that fosters 
positive outcomes, whereas moral attentiveness may involve cognitive and emotional pro-
cesses that can be associated with both beneficial and detrimental effects, depending on 
context and individual differences. These findings contribute to the ongoing discourse on 
the multifaceted nature of morality and its links with well-being. Our results support this 
nuanced understanding by demonstrating that different forms of moral engagement can 
have divergent associations with well-being, underscoring the importance of distinguishing 
between various moral constructs in psychological research.

Additionally, while the mediation analyses provided preliminary insights into poten-
tial mechanisms linking moral engagement to well-being, these findings should be inter-
preted cautiously due to the study’s cross-sectional nature. Research employing longitudi-
nal designs could more effectively assess mediation processes and elucidate the pathways 
through which moral identity and moral attentiveness are linked to well-being over time.

7 � Study 2

In Study 2, we adopted a daily diary design, utilizing personal smartphones and the SEMA 
application (Koval et al., 2019), to further explore the patterns observed in Study 1. The 
primary goal was to use experience sampling methodology (ESM) and cross-lagged anal-
yses to investigate the relationships between moral engagement and well-being in more 
detail, particularly how these relationships might vary over time. Rather than aiming to 
confirm specific hypotheses, we sought to explore the temporal dynamics between moral 
identity, moral attentiveness, and well-being, examining how these variables interact on 
a day-to-day basis. By capturing data in real-time, we aimed to provide a more nuanced 
understanding of these relationships and explore the possibility of temporal ordering, 
which might offer insights into potential causal pathways. Specifically, given the findings 
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of Study 1, we were interested in whether moral identity might be associated with well-
being through social connectedness, and whether moral attentiveness might be linked to 
well-being through rumination but approached these as exploratory questions rather than 
fixed predictions. This exploratory approach allowed us to remain open to unexpected pat-
terns and alternative explanations, enhancing our understanding of the complex interplay 
between moral engagement and well-being in everyday life.

8 � Method

8.1 � Participants

In total, 122 psychology students from a large Australian university participated for course 
credit. Three participants were removed from the final sample for not completing the study. 
Due to a technical error, 52 participants continued receiving daily surveys, even after their 
study period was completed. In these cases, only their first 14 surveys were considered 
for analysis. Our final sample had 118 participants (78.2% female, 18.5% male, 1.7% non-
binary, 1.7% prefer not to say) aged 18–50 (M = 20.32, SD = 5.07). Our ESM sample size 
was determined through a power analysis to detect effect sizes of d = 0.26 with 80% power 
and a significance level of p < 0.05. However, due to the constraints of our recruitment 
pool, we acknowledge that our studies may be underpowered to detect smaller effects. The 
majority of participants were Australian (37%) or Chinese (22.7%) and did not identify 
with a religion (64.2%). We had missing demographic information for 4 participants. The 
sample size in Study 2 followed normative EMA design practices (Serdar et  al., 2021). 
To mitigate careless responding, we excluded responses under 650 ms (Geeraerts, 2020), 
removing one participant with 100% of responses under that threshold. While compliance 
decline is expected in EMA studies (Eisele et al., 2022; Napa Scollon et al., 2009), we had 
an acceptable response rate and no participants were removed based on poor compliance 
(M = 80.6, SD = 20.11).

8.2 � Materials

Shortened versions of the same measures used in Study 1, with the items slightly rewritten 
to capture momentary data, were used for Study 2. Additionally, a scale measuring posi-
tive affect and negative affect was introduced. Table 4 provides descriptive statistics for the 
variables measured, offering insights into the omega-reliability estimates to reflect internal 
consistency at within-person and between-person levels, mean levels, within-person varia-
bility, between-person variability, and the proportion of variance attributable to differences 
between individuals (ICC).

Moral Attentiveness. Moral attentiveness was assessed using a shortened version 
of Reynolds’ (2008) scale. Respondents rated five items on a 7-point Likert scale (e.g., 
“Today, I faced several ethical dilemmas”; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = 
0.97).

Moral Identity. Moral identity was evaluated using shortened versions of both Aquino 
and Reed’s (2002) Self-Importance of Moral Identity Scale and Black & Reynold’s (2016) 
Moral Identity Questionnaire. Respondents were presented with a single item from both 
the internalization and symbolization dimension of the Moral Identity Scale (e.g., "Being 
someone who has this characteristic was an important part of who I was today"; 1 = 
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strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree; α = 0.85). Respondents were presented with a list 
of three items measuring positive moral traits and three items measuring negative moral 
traits, from the Moral Identity Questionnaire (e.g., “Today, it was important for me to treat 
other people fairly.”; 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree; α = 0.86).

Subjective Wellbeing. Wellbeing was measured using a shortened version of the BBC-
subjective-wellbeing (BBC-SWB) 24-item scale (Kinderman et  al., 2011). Respondents 
rated two items from each of the three domains (physical wellbeing, psychological well-
being, relationships) from the full scale, on a 5-point Likert scale (e.g., “Are you satisfied 
with yourself and your achievements?”; 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree; α = 0.94).

Satisfaction with Life. Satisfaction with life was measured using the SWLS scale devel-
oped by (Diener et al., 1985). This scale was designed to capture global life satisfaction 
and is a distinct measure not related to positive affect/negative affect measures of wellbe-
ing. Respondents were presented with 1 item from the scale (Steger et al., 2008), modified 
to refer to the current day, and rated their response on a 7-point Likert scale (“How satis-
fied are you with your life, today”; 1 = not at all, 7 = very much so).

Meaning in Life. Meaning in life was assessed using two items (Steger et  al., 2008), 
rated on a 7-point Likert scale (e.g., “How meaningful does your life feel?”; 1 = strongly 
disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = 0.99).

Eudaimonia. Eudaimonia was measured using Diener et al., (2009) measure of eudai-
monia, comprising of three items. Respondents had to rate items on a 7-point Likert 
scale (e.g., “Considering the last several hours, how much do you agree with the follow-
ing statement?” and “I have led a purposeful and meaningful life”; 1 = strongly disagree, 
7 = strongly agree; α = 0.92).

Positive Affect and Negative Affect. Trait measures of positive and negative affect were 
assessed using the positive affect negative affect scale (Watson & Clark, 1994). Respond-
ents rated items on an 11-point Likert scale (0 = none at all, 100 = a great deal). For ease 
of analyses, we separated the positive affect items (e.g., “Since yesterday, did you feel 
happy?”; α = 0.952) from the negative affect items (e.g., “Since yesterday, did you feel 
angry?”; α = 0.88) to create two separate scales.

Social Connectedness. Social connectedness was assessed using the revised Social Con-
nectedness Scale (SCS-R20; Lee et al., 2001). Respondents rated two items on a 7-point 
Likert scale (e.g., “Today, did you feel ’close, connected’ to others?”; 1 = strongly disagree, 
7 = strongly agree; α = 0.69).

Rumination. Rumination was measured using 5 items from the ruminative response 
scale (Nolen-Hoeksema & Morrow, 1991). Respondents rated items on a 4-point Lik-
ert scale (e.g., “Today, how much did you think “"Why do I always react this way?"”; 
1 = almost never, 4 = almost always; α = 0.96).

9 � Procedure

All participants in the studies were required to provide informed consent before participat-
ing. Participants received instructions through a YouTube video, which is available in the 
supplementary material and completed surveys using the SEMA3 application (Koval et al., 
2019). Participants were asked to complete a brief survey, approximately 3.5 min in length, 
once a day over the course of 14 days. After completing the study, all participants were 
fully debriefed.
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9.1 � Approach to Analyses

Our analytic strategy for Study 2 incorporated Linear Mixed Models (LMMs), con-
ducted using the lme4 package in R  (R Core Team, 2022). To account for intra-indi-
vidual variability, all models included random intercepts for participants. Where model 
convergence allowed, we also included random slopes for well-being variables to cap-
ture within-person variation. Each well-being outcome was examined in separate mod-
els, with separate models for each predictor (moral attentiveness or moral identity). This 
means that for each outcome variable, we tested the association of moral attentiveness 
and moral identity independently rather than including them in the same model.

To increase transparency and assess the robustness of effects, we ran two versions 
of each model: one including only the target predictor (i.e., a bivariate model), and a 
second controlling for the other form(s) of moral engagement. Results for both model 
types are summarized (Tables  5 and 6); full model specifications and coefficients are 
reported in the Supplementary Materials (Tables  9, 10, 11 and 12), and all analysis 
code is available via OSF (https://​osf.​io/​6qevj/​files/​osfst​orage?​view_​only=​8b659​8f2c5​
704e7​18d7e​4052a​c7048​d7). Given the significant shared variance between moral atten-
tiveness and moral identity (r = 0.22, p < 0.01), and the minimal differences observed 
between models with and without controls, we primarily interpret the results from the 
models with controls in the main text, as they provide a more conservative estimate of 
the relationships.

All predictor variables were person-mean centered to ensure that models specifi-
cally assessed deviations from an individual’s mean level, allowing us to isolate within-
person effects. The first set of models were momentary continuous prediction models, 
which examined whether fluctuations in predictor variables (e.g., moral attentiveness or 
moral identity) were associated with fluctuations in well-being outcomes on the same 
day. These models assessed day-to-day variations—not moment-to-moment fluctuations 
within a single day—and did not establish temporal precedence between predictors and 
outcomes.

Next, we conducted models assessing the association between process variables 
(social connectedness and rumination) and well-being outcomes, while controlling for 
the alternative mediator. This allowed us to determine whether process variables con-
tributed to well-being outcomes independent of one another.

To explore temporal relationships, we employed fully cross-lagged models, which 
examined whether predictors (moral attentiveness or moral identity) on one day pre-
dicted changes in process and well-being variables on the following day. These models 
controlled for prior-day levels of both predictor and outcome variables to better assess 
directionality and temporal precedence.

Finally, multilevel mediation models were conducted to explore whether process var-
iables (social connectedness or rumination) mediated the relationship between predictor 
variables at time t and well-being at time t + 1. These mediation analyses were restricted 
to pathways that were supported by both the momentary continuous prediction models 
and the cross-lagged models, ensuring that only theoretically and empirically justified 
pathways were examined.

Model fit was assessed based on the convergence of the LMMs, and intra-class corre-
lation coefficients (ICCs) were computed where applicable to quantify the proportion of 
variance explained by between-person differences. All statistical tests were two-tailed, 
with a significance threshold of p < 0.05.

https://osf.io/6qevj/files/osfstorage?view_only=8b6598f2c5704e718d7e4052ac7048d7
https://osf.io/6qevj/files/osfstorage?view_only=8b6598f2c5704e718d7e4052ac7048d7
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10 � Results

10.1 � Momentary Continuous Prediction Analyses

To examine the relationship between moral engagement and well-being in Study 2, we first 
ran a series of bivariate linear mixed models, with each moral engagement variable entered 
separately as a predictor for each outcome variable. These models did not include any 
covariates and reflect raw within-person associations. We then re-ran the models including 
the other moral engagement variable(s) as controls to evaluate the robustness of effects. 
A summary of these models is presented in Table 5 and Table 6. Overall, the pattern of 
results was consistent across both sets of models: key associations between moral identity 
and positive well-being outcomes, and between moral attentiveness and negative outcomes 

Table 5   Summary of within-person effects of moral engagement on well-being: comparison of bivariate 
and controlled linear mixed models

β = standardised beta, SE = standard error. MI was measured using two scales; MI (Black & Reynolds) & 
MI (Aquino & Reed). Values reflect fixed effects from linear mixed models. Bivariate models include each 
predictor independently. Controlled models include the alternative measures of moral engagement as covar-
iates. Full models and code are accessible via OSF (https://​osf.​io/​6qevj/​files/​osfst​orage?​view_​only=​8b659​
8f2c5​704e7​18d7e​4052a​c7048​d7)
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Outcome variable Predictor Bivariate model β (SE) Model with controls β (SE)

BBC SWB Moral Identity (BR) 0.04 (0.02)* 0.04 (0.02)*
Moral Identity (AR) 0.14 (0.02)*** 0.15 (0.02)***
Moral Attentiveness 0.00 (0.02)  − 0.01 (0.02)

Eudaimonia Moral Identity (BR) 0.13 (0.02)*** 0.13 (0.03)***
Moral Identity (AR) 0.35 (0.03)*** 0.36 (0.04)***
Moral Attentiveness 0.03 (0.03)  − 0.01 (0.02)

Satisfaction with life Moral Identity (BR) 0.10 (0.03)** 0.09 (0.04)**
Moral Identity (AR) 0.25 (0.04)*** 0.26 (0.04)***
Moral Attentiveness 0.02 (0.04)  − 0.02 (0.04)

Meaning in life Moral Identity (BR) 0.09(0.03)*** 0.09 (0.03)**
Moral Identity (AR) 0.21 (0.04)*** 0.22 (0.04)***
Moral Attentiveness 0.05 (0.03) 0.01 (0.03)

Positive affect Moral Identity (BR) 1.33 (0.54)* 1.44 (0.57)*
Moral Identity (AR) 3.15 (0.65)*** 3.18 (0.67)***
Moral Attentiveness 0.03 (0.55)  − 0.53 (0.56)

Negative affect Moral Identity (BR) 0.75 (0.47) 0.36 (0.47)
Moral Identity (AR)  − 2.22 (0.52)***  − 2.38 (0.52)***
Moral Attentiveness 2.47 (0.50)*** 2.53 (0.53)***

Rumination Moral Identity (BR) 0.03 (0.03)  − 0.00 (0.03)
Moral Identity (AR)  − 0.15 (0.03)***  − 0.15 (0.03)***
Moral Attentiveness 0.17 (0.04)*** 0.19 (0.04)***

Social connectedness Moral Identity (BR) 0.04 (0.01)* 0.03 (0.01)*
Moral Identity (AR) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.02)
Moral Attentiveness 0.01 (0.01)  − 0.00 (0.02)

https://osf.io/6qevj/files/osfstorage?view_only=8b6598f2c5704e718d7e4052ac7048d7
https://osf.io/6qevj/files/osfstorage?view_only=8b6598f2c5704e718d7e4052ac7048d7
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(e.g., rumination and negative affect), were observed in both approaches. While effect sizes 
were generally slightly attenuated in the controlled models, the direction and significance 
of most findings remained stable. This consistency suggests that the observed effects are 
not artifacts of model specification. Nonetheless, a few differences emerged—for example, 
the association between moral attentiveness and meaning in life reached significance only 
in the controlled model—highlighting the value of considering shared variance.

As seen in Table 5, moral attentiveness was not associated with most well-being out-
comes, also when controlling for moral identity. However, in both bivariate and controlled 
models, moral attentiveness was significantly associated with negative affect and rumi-
nation, suggesting that while moral attentiveness may not directly relate to positive well-
being outcomes, it is linked to increased negative affect and cognitive distress, particularly 
in the form of rumination.

The moral identity (Black & Reynolds, 2016) scale showed consistent positive asso-
ciations with well-being outcomes across all models. It was significantly associated with 
higher BBC SWB, eudaimonia, satisfaction with life, meaning in life, and positive affect. 
However, it was not associated with negative affect or rumination. Additionally, this scale 
was positively associated with social connectedness, indicating that individuals with higher 
moral identity as measured by Black and Reynolds (2016) tend to experience greater social 
connectedness.

Across all models, the moral identity (Aquino & Reed, 2002) scale showed strong posi-
tive associations with well-being outcomes. It was significantly and positively associated 
with BBC SWB, eudaimonia, satisfaction with life, meaning in life, and positive affect. 
Notably, this scale also showed a significant negative association with negative affect 
and rumination, suggesting that a strong moral identity as measured by this scale may be 
related to lower negative emotional experiences and reduced cognitive distress. However, it 
was unrelated to social connectedness.

Table 6   Summary of Within-Person Effects of Rumination & Social Connectedness on Well-Being: Com-
parison of Bivariate and Controlled Linear Mixed Models

β = standardised beta, SE = standard error. Values reflect fixed effects from linear mixed models. Bivari-
ate models include each predictor independently. Controlled models include the alternative predictor as a 
covariate. Full models and code are accessible via OSF (https://​osf.​io/​6qevj/​files/​osfst​orage?​view_​only=​
8b659​8f2c5​704e7​18d7e​4052a​c7048​d7)
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Outcome variable Predictor Bivariate model β (SE) Model with controls β (SE)

BBC SWB Rumination  − 0.13 (0.02)***  − 0.18 (0.05)***
Social connectedness  − 0.01 (0.01)  − 0.01 (0.01)

Eudaimonia Rumination  − 0.19 (0.03)***  − 0.24 (0.04)***
Social connectedness 0.01 (0.02) 0.07 (0.04)

Satisfaction with life Rumination  − 0.25 (0.04)***  − 0.24 (0.04)***
Social connectedness  − 0.01 (0.03) 0.20 (0.04)***

Meaning in life Rumination  − 0.18 (0.03)***  − 0.25 (0.04)***
Social connectedness  − 0.01 (0.02) 0.21 (0.04)***

Positive affect Rumination  − 4.28 (0.57)***  − 0.22 (0.05)***
Social connectedness  − 0.94 (0.45)*  − 0.68 (0.44)

negative affect Rumination 5.25 (0.51)***  − 0.34 (0.05)***
Social connectedness 1.62 (0.45)*** 0.02 (0.05)

https://osf.io/6qevj/files/osfstorage?view_only=8b6598f2c5704e718d7e4052ac7048d7
https://osf.io/6qevj/files/osfstorage?view_only=8b6598f2c5704e718d7e4052ac7048d7
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Table  6 presents the summary of the within-person effects of rumination and social 
connectedness on various well-being outcomes. Rumination, across all models, was con-
sistently and negatively associated with several well-being outcomes. It showed signifi-
cant negative associations with BBC Subjective Wellbeing (SWB), eudaimonia, satisfac-
tion with life, meaning in life, and positive affect. Additionally, rumination was negatively 
associated with negative affect. These findings indicate that higher levels of rumination are 
consistently linked to lower well-being, reduced satisfaction with life, diminished positive 
affect, and decreased negative affect, reflecting its detrimental impact on mental health.

When controlling for rumination, social connectedness was associated with some well-
being outcomes, including satisfaction with life and meaning in life, but was unrelated 
with BBC SWB, eudaimonia, or positive affect. This suggests that individuals who experi-
ence greater social connectedness report higher satisfaction with life and a greater sense of 
meaning in life.

10.2 � CROSS‑LAGGED Analyses

Table 7 presents the results of fully cross-lagged models, which examined the within-per-
son effects of moral attentiveness and moral identity, measured using two scales: Black and 
Reynolds (2016) and Aquino & Reed (2008) on various well-being outcomes. Moral atten-
tiveness did not show significant associations with most well-being outcomes. Specifically, 
moral attentiveness was unrelated to any of the wellbeing variables. However, moral atten-
tiveness was significantly associated with rumination, suggesting that individuals who are 
more attuned to moral considerations are more likely to engage in rumination over time. 
No significant relationship was observed between moral attentiveness and negative affect 
or social connectedness.

Table 7   Fully Cross-Lagged Models (Within-Person Effects), Demonstrating the Effect of “Moral Atten-
tiveness” and “Moral Identity” on Each Outcome Variable

β = standardised beta, SE = standard error, CI = confidence interval, Moral identity was measured using two 
scales; moral identity (Black & Reynolds) & moral identity (Aquino & Reed). Person-mean-centred of pre-
dictor variables, lagged iterations of outcome variables, and alternative predictors were included as control 
variables. Results in bold indicate statistically significant effects
* p < 0.05 ** p < 0.01 *** p < 0.001

Predictor variables

“Moral attentiveness” “Moral identity (AR)” “Moral identity (BR)”

Outcome variables β (SE) p β (SE) p β (SE) p

BBC SWB  − 0.02 (0.02) 0.160 0.01 (0.02) 0.709  − 0.01 (0.02) 0.601
Eudaimonia  − 0.01 (0.03) 0.643  − 0.00 (0.03) 0.891 0.00 (0.03) 0.981
Satisfaction with life 0.00 (0.04) 0.954 0.00 (0.04) 0.973 0.00 (0.04) 0.914
Meaning in life  − 0.03 (0.03) 0.382 0.03 (0.03) 0.403  − 0.05 (0.03) 0.115
Positive affect  − 0.19 (0.51) 0.710  − 0.42 (0.53) 0.425  − 0.02 (0.54) 0.973
Negative affect 0.42 (0.50) 0.402 0.86 (0.46) 0.061 0.58 (0.47) 0.229
Rumination 0.09 (0.04) 0.012* 0.08 (0.03) 0.013* 0.03 (0.03) 0.440
Social connect  − 0.01 (0.02) 0.648 0.03 (0.02) 0.111 0.01 (0.02) 0.786
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Moral identity as measured by the Aquino & Reed (2008) scale did not show significant 
associations with most well-being outcomes. However, there was a marginally significant 
association with negative affect, suggesting a trend toward higher levels of negative affect 
for those with higher moral identity. Additionally, moral identity (Aquino & Reed, 2008) 
was significantly related to rumination, indicating that individuals with higher moral iden-
tity tend to ruminate more. No significant associations were observed with social connect-
edness. Moral identity as measured by the Black and Reynolds (2016) scale did not demon-
strate significant associations with any of the well-being outcomes..

10.3 � Mediation Analyses

In Study 2, mediation modeling was used to explore whether our hypotheses were sup-
ported when observing within-person variance in the cross-lagged modeling. We exam-
ined only those pathways supported by momentary prediction and cross-lagged analyses. 
Consequently, moral identity as measured by the adapted Aquino & Reed (2008) scale was 
excluded, as it was not associated with social connectedness. The mediation models were 
conducted using lagged iterations, with moral engagement variables predicting the process 
variables (like rumination) and well-being outcomes on the next day. Moral identity, as 
measured by the Black and Reynolds (2016) scale, did not show significant direct effects 
between moral identity and well-being, nor any significant indirect effects via social con-
nectedness. Thus, we found no evidence supporting a mediated relationship between moral 
identity and well-being (see Supplementary Materials).

The regression coefficients between moral attentiveness and various well-being meas-
ures were unrelated, with the exception of negative affect. However, it is still possible to 
explore indirect effects even in the absence of direct effects (Bollen, 2014; Hayes, 2022). 
For moral attentiveness, rumination mediated the relationship with negative affect (direct 
effect: β = −0.08, 95% CI [−0.85, 0.81]; indirect effect: β = 0.70, 95% CI [0.31, 1.10]). The 
analysis also revealed significant indirect effects, even though there was no total effect, for 
meaning in life (direct effect: β = −0.003, 95% CI [−0.06, 0.05]; indirect effect: β = −0.03, 
95% CI [−0.05, −0.02]), eudaimonia (direct effect: β = 0.01, 95% CI [−0.04, 0.06]; indi-
rect effect: β = −0.03, 95% CI [−0.05, −0.02]), BBC-SWB (direct effect: β = −0.01, 95% 
CI [−0.03, 0.02]; indirect effect: β = −0.02, 95% CI [−0.03, −0.01]), satisfaction with life 
(direct effect: β = 0.03, 95% CI [−0.04, 0.10]; indirect effect: β = −0.04, 95% CI [−0.08, 
−0.02]), and positive affect (direct effect: β = 0.24, 95% CI [−0.74, 1.21]; indirect effect: 
β = −0.61, 95% CI [−1.00, −0.23]). These findings suggest that moral attentiveness may 
influence various well-being outcomes through increased rumination.

11 � Discussion

The results of Study 2 provide nuanced insights into the relationships between moral 
engagement variables—moral attentiveness and moral identity—and various well-being 
outcomes. Utilizing ecological momentary assessment (EMA) data collected via daily 
diaries, the study aimed to explore the temporal dynamics between these variables on a 
day-to-day basis, with a particular focus on understanding the potential mediating roles of 
rumination and social connectedness. While most scales demonstrated adequate reliabil-
ity at both within- and between-person levels (McNeish, 2018), we note that the within-
person omega values for Moral Identity (BR) and Social Connectedness were relatively 
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modest, indicating some caution is warranted in interpreting within-person variation for 
these constructs.

Moral attentiveness did not show significant direct effects on most well-being outcomes, 
including BBC-SWB, eudaimonia, satisfaction with life, and meaning in life. However, a 
notable exception was found with negative affect, where higher levels of moral attentive-
ness were associated with increased negative affect (Table 5). This finding aligns with the 
idea that heightened moral attentiveness may lead to increased rumination or self-critical 
reflection, potentially exacerbating negative emotions. Indeed, our mediation analyses sup-
ported this notion, revealing an indirect effect via rumination of moral attentiveness on 
several well-being outcomes, including negative affect, meaning in life, eudaimonia, BBC-
SWB, satisfaction with life, and positive affect. While the mediation effects were statisti-
cally significant, it is important to approach these findings cautiously, especially given the 
lack of direct effects for most well-being outcomes. The role of rumination as a mediator 
suggests that moral attentiveness might have complex, multifaceted impacts on well-being, 
possibly dependent on how individuals process and reflect on moral content.

In contrast, moral identity, as measured by both the Black and Reynolds (2016; BR) and 
Aquino & Reed (2018; AR) scales, demonstrated consistent positive associations with sev-
eral well-being outcomes. Moral identity (BR) was positively associated with BBC-SWB, 
eudaimonia, satisfaction with life, meaning in life, and positive affect, while moral identity 
(AR) showed even stronger associations across these outcomes. This suggests that indi-
viduals who view morality as central to their identity generally experience greater well-
being. However, the fully cross-lagged models did not reveal significant lagged effects of 
moral identity on well-being, implying that these relationships may not manifest dynami-
cally over short periods. Given that moral identity is often seen as a stable trait, it may not 
fluctuate significantly over a few days, which could limit its capacity to predict day-to-day 
changes in social connectedness and well-being. An unexpected finding, however, was that 
increased moral identity (as measured by the AR scale) predicted higher levels of rumina-
tion. This result reflects ongoing debates about the stability versus situational variability 
of moral identity (Blasi, 2004; Monin & Jordan, 2009; Moshman, 2005; Stets & Carter, 
2006), suggesting that moral identity may not function uniformly across contexts. While 
often conceptualized as a stable aspect of the self, recent perspectives acknowledge that 
the salience and expression of moral identity can fluctuate depending on situational cues 
and internal psychological processes. It is possible that when individuals are more attuned 
to their moral identity on a given day, they may also be more likely to reflect critically on 
their moral actions or perceived failures, which in turn could heighten ruminative thought. 
This context-dependent activation may help explain the observed link between daily moral 
identity and increased rumination in our findings.

The examination of rumination and social connectedness as predictors of well-being 
yielded some noteworthy findings. Rumination was consistently negatively associated with 
well-being outcomes, including BBC-SWB, eudaimonia, satisfaction with life, meaning in 
life, and positive affect, and was positively associated with negative affect. This reinforces 
the well-established understanding that rumination is detrimental to well-being, poten-
tially amplifying negative emotional states and diminishing positive ones. Conversely, 
social connectedness did not show significant associations with most well-being outcomes, 
except for strong positive associations with satisfaction with life and meaning in life. This 
was somewhat surprising, given that previous literature has often highlighted the protective 
role of social connectedness for well-being. The lack of significant findings here could sug-
gest that the effects of social connectedness might be more context-dependent or require a 
longer time frame to manifest.
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The results from Study 2 offer valuable insights into the complex interplay between 
moral engagement and well-being, but they also underscore the importance of interpret-
ing these relationships with caution. The absence of significant lagged effects in the cross-
lagged models suggests that the daily associations observed may not imply causal rela-
tionships over short periods. The strong direct link between moral identity and well-being 
outcomes highlight the importance of moral identity as a potential source of well-being, but 
these findings are tempered by the lack of support for temporal dynamics. Moreover, while 
the mediation analyses provided some evidence for the role of rumination in mediating the 
effects of moral attentiveness on well-being, these findings should be viewed as explora-
tory rather than confirmatory. The study’s design, while robust in capturing day-to-day 
variability, may not fully capture the longer-term processes that contribute to well-being.

12 � General Discussion

Across the two studies presented in this paper, we explored the relationship between dif-
ferent forms of moral engagement—moral identity and moral attentiveness—and various 
aspects of well-being. Our findings suggest that these forms of moral engagement are dif-
ferentially associated with well-being, although these associations are not uniform across 
all well-being indicators. This underscores the complexity and multifaceted nature of both 
moral engagement and well-being, necessitating a nuanced interpretation of the results.

13 � Moral Identity

Moral identity, as measured by both the Black & Reynolds (BR) and Aquino & Reed 
(AR) scales, consistently demonstrated positive associations with well-being, particularly 
in terms of BBC-SWB, eudaimonia, satisfaction with life, meaning in life, and positive 
affect. The AR scale showed even stronger associations across these outcomes, suggesting 
that individuals who perceive moral values as central to their identity tend to experience 
higher levels of well-being. However, the fully cross-lagged models did not reveal signifi-
cant lagged effects of moral identity on well-being, indicating that these relationships may 
not be temporally dynamic within the short-term daily framework of this study. This could 
be attributed to the stable nature of moral identity, which may not fluctuate significantly 
within individuals over short periods, thus limiting its predictive power for day-to-day 
changes in well-being. An unexpected finding was that increased moral identity (as meas-
ured by the AR scale) predicted higher levels of rumination. This suggests that while moral 
identity may be linked with a sense of purpose and fulfillment, it may also increase emo-
tional distress, possibly due to the pressures or challenges associated with upholding moral 
values. These findings imply that the well-being benefits of moral identity are nuanced and 
may come with emotional costs that should be considered in future research.

We acknowledge a potential limitation in our use of a daily measure of moral identity 
in Study 2. While our aim was to explore whether fluctuations in moral identity might 
relate to day-to-day variation in well-being, our findings did not support strong within-
person associations. As such, it is possible that the daily reports of moral identity captured 
relatively stable individual differences rather than meaningful within-person fluctuations. 
Alternatively, this approach may have reflected participants’ perceived moral importance 
on a given day, which may not reliably track shifts in their core moral self-concept. Future 
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research using more intensive longitudinal designs or alternative measurement strategies 
may help clarify whether and how moral identity varies meaningfully at short timescales.

14 � Moral Attentiveness

Moral attentiveness demonstrated more nuanced and variable relationships with well-
being. Although the cross-sectional data showed some positive associations, these were 
less consistent when controlling for other variables. The mediation analyses suggested that 
rumination partially mediated the relationship between moral attentiveness and well-being, 
particularly negative affect, indicating that increased moral attentiveness might lead to 
greater rumination, which in turn negatively impacts well-being. However, this pathway 
was not robust across all models, indicating that other mediators or moderators may play a 
role in this relationship. The lack of consistent direct effects between moral attentiveness 
and well-being suggests that cognitive engagement with moral content alone might not be 
sufficient to drive well-being outcomes and that the emotional and social context in which 
this engagement occurs is crucial.

We recognize that our cross-lagged analyses, which used a 1-day lag, have limitations 
in capturing the temporal dynamics of processes like moral attentiveness and rumination. 
These effects may indeed manifest over much shorter timescales, such as minutes or hours, 
and a 1-day lag may be too coarse to detect these interactions. Future studies should con-
sider employing designs that can capture these more immediate temporal dynamics, per-
haps through more frequent sampling, to better understand the nuances of how moral atten-
tiveness and rumination interact and influence well-being.

15 � Wellbeing

In selecting our outcome measures, we sought to encompass a wide array of dimensions to 
understand the relationship between moral engagement and well-being more broadly. This 
exploratory approach commonly used by researchers (Bastian et  al., 2012; Erbas et  al., 
2014; Erbas et al., 2019; Haines et al., 2016), helps to ensure that findings are not restricted 
to a single aspect of well-being. Our results reveal variability across different measures 
of well-being, highlighting that well-being is a complex and multifaceted construct. The 
variability observed underscores the importance of future research to delineate the specific 
pathways through which different forms of moral engagement may uniquely relate to vari-
ous components of well-being.

Our mediation analyses across both studies provide insight into the potential mecha-
nisms linking moral identity and moral attentiveness to well-being. Social connectedness 
appeared to mediate the relationship between moral identity and positive well-being, while 
rumination mediated the relationship between moral attentiveness and negative well-being. 
However, these findings are based on correlational data and should be interpreted with 
caution. The persistence of direct effects in some cases indicates additional unexplained 
variance or partial mediation, and in cases where indirect effects reduced direct effects to 
non-significance, it suggested full mediation. These results highlight the complexity of 
the relationships and suggest that future research should explore additional mediators or 
pathways. Moreover, while we have taken steps to mitigate concerns about collinearity, we 
acknowledge that statistical artifacts may still influence our results.



	 T. Taher et al.85  Page 26 of 31

While our findings contribute to understanding the relationship between moral engage-
ment and well-being, it is important to consider potential third variables that could influence 
both moral attentiveness and well-being. Variables such as personality traits (e.g., conscien-
tiousness or agreeableness), situational factors (e.g., stress or social environment), or broader 
contextual influences (e.g., cultural norms) might affect both an individual’s moral attentive-
ness and their well-being. For instance, a highly conscientious person might naturally be 
more morally attentive and have higher well-being due to their disciplined approach to life. 
Similarly, individuals in supportive social environments may experience enhanced well-being, 
which could also foster greater moral attentiveness. The cross-lagged analyses used in this 
study, while valuable for exploring temporal relationships, are limited in their ability to estab-
lish causality. These models cannot fully account for all potential confounding factors, leav-
ing open the possibility that unmeasured variables may be driving the observed relationships. 
Future research should consider incorporating additional control variables, employing more 
sophisticated statistical techniques, or using experimental designs to better isolate the effects 
of moral attentiveness on well-being.

16 � Limitations & Future Directions

In the current research, we explored moral engagement through the lenses of moral attentive-
ness and moral identity. While both constructs reflect engagement with moral content, they 
differ in their focus and underlying processes. Moral attentiveness relates to the attentional and 
cognitive aspects of engaging with moral dilemmas, whereas moral identity involves a deeper, 
motivational-emotional connection to moral values. Given these differences, it is challenging 
to pinpoint precisely which aspect of moral engagement drives the observed effects on well-
being. Future research should aim to disentangle these dimensions further to provide a clearer 
understanding of their unique contributions.

Furthermore, in Study 2, we used reduced versions of established measures to minimize 
participant burden while capturing the key constructs of interest. While this approach aligns 
with best practice to reduce burden on participants in longitudinal studies (Donnellan & 
Kashy, 2020), we recognize its limitations, particularly regarding the internal consistency of 
some measures. Reduced item sets can sometimes compromise the reliability and validity of 
the constructs being measured, potentially affecting the robustness of our findings. Addition-
ally, the abbreviated measures may not fully capture the nuances of the constructs, leading 
to a less comprehensive assessment of the relationships under investigation. Future research 
should consider balancing the need to reduce participant burden with the importance of main-
taining strong psychometric properties.

Furthermore, moral identity and moral attentiveness are not opposing ways of engag-
ing with moral content but represent different emphases on how individuals approach moral 
choices and decisions. Our findings indicate a correlation between moral identity and moral 
attentiveness, supporting the idea that these constructs can co-occur. This highlights the com-
plexity of moral engagement and suggests that future research should explore the interplay 
between different dimensions of moral engagement more thoroughly.
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17 � Conclusion

The exploratory results from this research offer valuable insights into how different forms 
of moral engagement are associated with well-being outcomes. While we observed signifi-
cant associations between moral identity, moral attentiveness, and well-being, these asso-
ciations were not uniform across all well-being indicators. Moreover, the pathways through 
which these forms of moral engagement influence well-being appear to be complex and 
multifaceted, warranting further investigation. Our study highlights the importance of con-
sidering the specific dimensions of moral engagement and the different pathways through 
which they may lead to increases or decreases in well-being. Future research should con-
tinue to explore these relationships with more targeted hypotheses, clearer theoretical 
frameworks, and a focus on longitudinal or experimental designs to establish causality and 
better understand the dynamic interplay between moral engagement and well-being.
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