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Abstract:

U

dilemmas are common. Just as commonly, however, these motivational

conflicts a¢ overlooked or actively avoided in behavioral decision making. Raising

n

awareness thical implications of action can be a powerful route to changing behavior,

c

yet this ap Iso risks defensive responding and the potential for backfire effects.
Curren of behavior change are not well equipped to predict how people respond to

behavi

M

interventions which seek to make salient ethical conflict. Drawing on

research in the field of behavioral ethics, I detail why models of behavior change need to

I

account fi ive responding when people are confronted with their own ethical

conflicts. ghore, failing to understand the role of this motivated resistance leaves open

the possibj creased commitment to, rather than attempts to change, ethically

n

troublesorge behayior. In this review I will focus my analysis on the issue of meat-eating.

!

Most peo eat, yet many of these same individuals also experience ethical conflict

U

around th -consumption. Drawing on dissonance theorizing, I present an overview of

the pre ints where behavior can be challenged on ethical grounds, the various

A
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strategies that individuals may use to avoid change, and ideas on how best to achieve change
while also avoiding motivated resistance. This analysis will provide a working model for
policy ma!ﬁ understand how to design effective behavior change campaigns that draw on

the power rguments while also avoiding the possibility of motivated resistance.

L

Keywords@ior Change; Behavioral Ethics; Dissonance; Motivation; Ego-Defense;

Culture; N

S

Predicting@nging behavior is not only the bread and butter of psychological research,
it is also of critical importance to maintaining a healthy and functioning society and therefore
of central ﬁto policymakers. Over the years, behavior change programs have delivered
invaluablgibe s, decreasing the population wide prevalence of cigarette smoking

(Lanca Silagy, & Sowden, 2000), increasing actions aimed at reducing skin
cancer, such ering up and using sunblock creams (Saraiya et al., 2004), healthy eating
and increases 1n exercise (Michie, Abraham, Whittington, McAteer, & Gupta, 2009), and
reducing ts spread of HIV/AIDS (Myhre, June, Flora, 2000). Underpinning the success of

these intet@ are psychological models of behavior change that have been built on a
e

large body arch (e.g., Theory of Planned Behavior; Ajzen, 1991, Stages of Change;
Prochaska%& DiClemente, 1986). These models have provided critical insight and offered
effectivw for intervention across a range of health behaviors. For instance, the
Stages of @nodel (Prochaska & DiClemente, 1986) has provided useful insights into
how people wei@h the pros and cons of behavior change, progressively moving through
various s wards eventual change. The theory of planned behavior has highlighted the

critical importance of perceived behavioral control and subjective norms for translating

attitudes into behavioral intentions and change (Ajzen, 1991; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975).
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These models of behavior change have been largely developed within the domain of
health behavior, where decisions to make change are predominantly driven by personal

concemﬁ’s own personal health outcomes). Increasingly, however, these models are
relied on th and intervene in behaviors that are not only problematic for one’s
own wﬁlt!mn have direct implications for the wellbeing of others. For instance, the
theory of rnnSbehaVior has been applied to the promotion of environmentally sustainable
conduct (Koger, 2010; Stern, 2005) where the pros and cons of change are not limited to self-
relevant c egdtions and needs, but also have implications for the wellbeing of other
people, Sp@d the environment itself. There has also been a shift in how people think
about some behaviors, with smoking becoming highly moralized (Rozin & Singh,
1999) and as a public (as opposed to simply a personal) health concern. Vegetarian or
vegan diemreasingly promoted not only on the grounds of personal health, but also

based nsiderations regarding the treatment of animals themselves, the cost to the

environment hether meat production is an effective use of resources in view of global

food shortages (Ruby, 2012). In short, behavior change is commonly, and perhaps even

increasin advocated for on ethical grounds. This is consistent with a historical trend

a

whereby e becoming more sensitive to the rights and needs of others (e.g., Pinker,

O

2011; Singet; 1) and whereby ethical responsibility, which extends beyond narrow self-

interest, isn important foundation from which people choose how to act.

h

L

n priorities presents a key challenge to current models of behavior change.

These models ardibased on the assumption that to achieve change, people need to recognize

U

there is a ne change. In the domain of health behavior (e.g., smoking, the use of

sunbloc or healthy eating) people are reminded that their actions are harmful to their

A

own health. That is, campaigns seek to inform people that they should not smoke, sunbathe

unprotected, or consume junk food if they also want to maintain good health. Theoretical
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models assume that it is the recognition of this disconnect between current behavior and the
goal of being healthy which triggers the motivation to change. Portraying the importance of
health-relaHs, increasing perceived efficacy to achieve those goals, and paying
attention t nce of supportive or unsupportive social norms has, therefore, been the
focus O?bmchange models within the health domain. Yet, the assumption that creating
tension beggieemgurrent behavior and important goals for behavior should increase the desire
for changmu)t always hold when behaviors are challenged on ethical grounds and may
become p ic and lead to backfire effects. People are strongly motivated to see
themselves as etfcal (e.g., Aquino & Reed, 2002) and there are significant reputational
implication ing viewed by others as unethical (Leach, Ellemers & Barreto, 2007,
Goodwin, B & Rozin, 2014). Acknowledging a disconnect between one’s own behavior
and the gmng an ethical person presents a view of oneself that people may be
motiva ist. It is this possibility for motivated resistance which sets behavior change
within the do of ethical behavior apart from other forms of behavioral change and
demands a recognition of the possibility for backfire effects. As I will show, when people
are commfifted to their behaviors, but are reminded of ethical conflicts associated with these
behaviors y become motivated to resolve this inconsistency by downplaying ethical
consequenc d further committing to their original behavior, making change less (rather
than moreWlikely.

wﬁng the nature of this motivated resistance is of central importance for

policy-makers wilbse job it is to address many of the most harmful behaviors within society.

U

Whether it i

stic violence, sexual abuse, racial or religious intolerance, environmental
stewards ite collar crime, or animal welfare, these issues tend to be primarily

addressed on ethical grounds. If poorly designed interventions have the capacity to reinforce,

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



as opposed to change, ethically problematic behavior, then developing tailored insights into

behavior change within the ethical domain is paramount to developing effective solutions.

What is Ethically Problematic Behavior?

Ipt

. . . . .
The current analysis relates to a certain class of behavior’s that I refer to as ethically

f

problematigs Omghe one hand, this may relate to behaviors that have ethical conflicts attached

G

to them, bu ot necessary illegal or obviously immoral. An example of such a behavior

that I will

S

throughout is meat-eating (see Bastian & Loughnan, 2017). This is not

illegal or clear moral, yet when reminded most people experience ethical conflict around

b

the associat to animals that this behavior necessitates. It is also this conflict that many

1

behavior mpaigns focus on when seeking to promote change. These ethical

dilemmas fina arise in the domain of environmental action, where failing to recycle or

d

excess il fuel may occur daily but can also cause ethical conflict when one is
forced to rec such actions with environmental harm.

n the other hand, ethically problematic behavior may also refer to illegal or
unethical Bghavior, but where the actor has disengaged from a clear recognition of any ethical
implicatio instance, people may be motivated to avoid paying tax, and may employ
reporting pr. es that achieve this goal while maintaining the belief that they are not
engagin ax evasion. It is not that people have forgotten that tax evasion is wrong, but
they deated to find ways to frame their behavior such that it does not seem
unethical (see MaZar, Amir, & Ariely, 2008). Another example may be white collar crime,

where meeti formance goals based on maximizing profits can lead employees to forget

the ethica sions of their decisions. This process may also be evident in more extreme

cases, where perpetrators of abuse may see their actions as benevolent or justifiable, and
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entire systems may become embroiled in the process of moral disengagement (see Bandura,
1999).

The eature of ethically problematic behavior, as defined here, is behavior that is
enacted b s who have found ways to justify or forget about the associated ethical
1mp11cat1o§ — that is, they have come to believe they are acting in good faith. Being
reminded @hical implications of their actions triggers an ethical conflict, and the

¢

individual 1 d to see the behavior as inconsistent with their own internal moral

standards W\al ethical frameworks.

Theoretical Background: What’s Different About Ethical Behavior Change?
Et uments for changing behavior are powerful because they tap into a part of
ourselves mare about deeply. There is now an abundance of research showing that

morali y of central importance to how people perceive groups (Leach, Ellemers &

Barreto, 200 ther individuals (Goodwin, Piazza, & Rozin, 2014; Goodwin, 2015), but
also for how they reflect on and assess their own self-concept (Aquino & Reed, 2002;
Merritt, Effron & Monin, 2010; Reed & Aquino, 2003). People like to see themselves (and
for others chem) as moral. This work is consistent with a large body of research
ndividuals wish to hold maximally positive views of themselves and seek to

suggesting

enhance their self-appraisals whenever possible (e.g., Alicke, Klotz, Breitenbecher, Yurak, &

1

L

Vreden - ; Sedikides & Gregg, 2008; Taylor & Brown, 1988). Yet, it also shows that

morality has a sp@cial status compared to other dimensions on which positive distinction can

G

be achieved, is because moral character signifies one’s trustworthiness or likelihood of

cooperati communicates one’s humanity to others (Goodwin et al., 2014; Leach et al.,

A

2007).
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Although people like to think of themselves as moral, they also frequently engage in
ethically questionable behavior (Ariely, 2012). For instance, when given the opportunity to
cheat ar@ maximize their own rewards (e.g., financial reimbursement), people
will frequ Yet, they will only do so to the extent that it does not impact on their
view of-thgms as honest and ethical people. In one experiment, Mazar et al., (2008)
observed that pagple cheated to earn money on a puzzle (when given the opportunity to avoid
detection)gl did not change their impression of their own honesty or morality relative
to the conwnion where people did not cheat (because they were not given the
opportunimso). In other work, Shu, Gino and Bazerman (2011) observed that simply
imagining io in which one cheated increased endorsement of moral disengagement
items (e.gﬁg is appropriate behavior because no one gets hurt) relative to imagining a
scenario i@znother person cheated. They also observed that after cheating (because
they w i e opportunity to do so) people’s memory for an honor code provided to
them at the b ing of the study was lower than it was for those who did not cheat (because
they were not given the opportunity to do so). Forgetting the honor code was viewed as a
means by MGople downplayed (or in this case literally forgot) the ethical implications
of their acf

Dra together a range of factors and how they may be used to maintain a moral
self-conceg Shalvi, Gino, Barkan and Ayal (2015) suggest that people may engage in pre-
Violatioﬁions or post-violation justifications. Pre-violation justifications may
involve se@ act as ambiguous, viewing one’s behavior as ultimately altruistic, or
bolstering t al self-concept (by casting other’s behavior as worse than their own or
downgra -gooders’) and therefore licensing one’s own unethical behavior (see also
Barkan, Ayal, Gino, & Ariely, 2012; Monin, Sawyer, Marquez, 2008 Sachdeva, Ilieve &

Medin, 2009). Post-violation justifications may involve seeking to morally cleanse the self in
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response to unethical acts, partially confessing to what one has done, or distancing the self

from harmful consequences of one’s behavior (see also Bandura, Underwood, & Fromson,

{

P

1975; Basti tten & Fasoli, 2011; Baumeister, Smart, & Boden, 1996; Baumeister,

Stillwell, 1990; Kowalski, 2000; Meier, Sellbom, & Wygant, 2007; Zhong &
[

Liljenquisgg 2006). Through either of these avenues people can protect their moral self-

concept from b@mg tarnished by their own ethically problematic behavior (see Figure 1).

G

Thi of self-concept maintenance presents a significant barrier to behavior

S

change in ntidns. Campaigns which use ethical arguments to achieve behavior change

need people to takge responsibility for their behavior and acknowledge its ethical

U

consequenc ithout this, people either do not see the need for change or will not see it as

1

their res ibilityy to make that change. Yet, this approach frequently represents a threat to
p g pp q y rep

the moral Self @ ept, potentially triggering motivated resistance to acknowledging the need

d

for cha

M

The Absence of Ego-Defensive Processes in Dominant Models of Behavior Change
Dadninant models of behavior change assume that key barriers to changing behavior

broadly in@imdes, norms, and perceived control (e.g., Theory of Planned Behavior;
Ajzen, 199T"Stages of Change; Prochaska & DiClemente, 1986). As such, these frameworks
advocate f@r interventions which challenge attitudes and norms and increase perceived
efﬁcacwally leading to change. Although limited research has examined the role of
perceived @Jligaﬁon in predicting behavioral intentions (e.g., Beck & Ajzen, 1991;
Parker, Man Y & Stradling, 1995; Raats, Shepherd, & Sparks, 1995; Sparks, Shepherd, &
Frewer, is work has mostly focused on whether these moral obligations (in the form
of personal or social standards) predict behavioral intentions independently of attitudes. As

such, it has been assumed that moral obligations guide and direct behavior in the same way
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that personal attitudes and social norms might. Other work has examined the role of self in
predicting behavioral intentions (for a review see Eagly & Chaiken, 1993). For instance,
research ha; wn that when behaviors are viewed as important to the self-concept, personal
identity papendent role in predicting behavior (Biddle, Bank, & Slavings, 1987,
Chamg,-PW& Callero, 1988; Granberg & Holmberg, 1990; Sparks & Shepherd, 1992;
Sparks, Shgph Wieringa, & Zimmermanns, 1995; Dennison & Shepherd, 1995; Sparks &
Guthrie, mher work has shown that in addition to personal identity, a person’s social
identity awcial norms attached to that identity also play an independent role in
predicting behavigral intentions (Terry, Hogg, & White, 1999).

Wﬁork has not examined is why and when motivated resistance may arise in

attempts t

behavior e mounted on ethical grounds, they represent a threat to the moral self-

ge personal behavior as unethical. As detailed above, when reasons for

at other grounds for behavior change do not. This is because one’s moral

identity is co ed more central and important to one’s character relative to other
dimensions of person perception (Goodwin et al., 2014; Leach et al., 2007) and people are,
therefore, sEecially sensitive to threats to their moral self-concept. For example, asking

people to Qom eating meat on the grounds of health simply infers that they may be

less healthy they would like to see themselves. Yet, asking people to refrain from eating

meat on the egrounds of animal welfare infers that their current meat-eating practices are

h

unethici¥® efore that they may be a less ethical person than they think.

Ul

Creating Change by Creating Ethical Dissonance

above, to achieve behavior change, people need to be convinced that there is

A

a mismatch between their behavior and personal or social standards/goals. For instance, being

reminded that smoking is inconsistent with one’s desire to live a long and healthy life
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motivates the intention to quit smoking. It is this inconsistency between current behavior and
personal or social standards/goals that motivates change, and behavior change campaigns
seek to exploitthis motivational state. The same is true of behavior change campaigns which
advocate n ethical grounds. For instance, campaigns aimed at improving the

N . . . .
treatment s animals focus on the harm and suffering associated with the meat industry (e.g.

Foer, 2009'@01 1). Quit smoking campaigns target parents by focusing on the health

costs to the dren (Borrelli et al., 2002). Campaigns seeking to achieve environmental

change prwges of harm to the environment, animal species, and human populations
(Nisbet, Markowatz, & Kotcher, 2012). These approaches seek to convince people that their
behavioriﬁnsistent with their own moral standards (i.e., to do no harm).

T of cognitive dissonance provides a useful framework for understanding

this proceger, 1957). Campaigns advocating for behavior change on ethical grounds
tend to le in a state of dissonance — whereby their attitudes or values (e.g., “l am a
good person” on’t cause harm”) are shown to be inconsistent with their behavior (e.g.,
“my meat-eating causes harm”, “my actions hurt the environment”). It is this state of
dissonancMeates a motivation towards change (for a discussion of ethical dissonance,
see Barka 012; Shalvi, Gino, Barkan, & Ayal, 2015). Although there is some
disagreeme und the role of the self-concept in dissonance-based motivational responding
(Aronsoni£68: 1992; Festinger, 1957; Stone & Cooper, 2001; Thibodeau & Aronson,
1992), w within the ethical domain is driven by the recognition that one is
responsibl@ducing adverse or harmful outcomes and is triggered by inconsistencies
between behaw@@®and one’s own moral standards or their perception of the self as a moral
person (ct. n, Ayal, & Ariely, 2015; Bem 1967; Stone & Cooper, 2001). Creating

change, therefore, necessarily requires creating dissonance and this in turn leads to a

motivation to resolve feelings of discomfort.
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Behavior Change and Motivated Resistance: A Case Study of Meat-Eating

T()Hﬂesh out the role of dissonance and motivated resistance in shaping
behavior ain the ethical domain, I now focus more directly on the example of
meat-e;irsmis an excellent illustrative example as it is a common behavior in which the
ethical condlict igynot always at the forefront in people’s minds, yet when this conflict is made
salient mu experience a state of dissonance (discomfort). Furthermore, there are
many cunwples of campaigns that have taken exactly this approach; highlighting
animal welfare CQncerns as reason to avoid meat consumption (e.g., PETA, Mercy for
Animals).

Draiui om this example, Bastian and Loughnan (2017) detailed three key avenues

through mcal dissonance around meat-eating can be aroused; taking responsibility

tion, acknowledging its harmfulness to animals, and accepting the identity

relevant con ces of this act (see Bastian & Loughnan, 2017). It is through these avenues
that the (conscious and unconscious) bifurcation of the self from the consequences of one’s
actions is @oded — people are brought face-to-face with the ethical consequences of their
actions. T ion of behavior change campaigns which seek to highlight the

consequenc meat eating on ethical grounds is exactly this — to bring these consequences
to conscioWs awareness and motivate change. Yet, it is also through these same three avenues

that pemm personal distance from their actions, allowing them to continue, as

opposed to chang@, their current meat-eating behavior. By diminishing harm, denying

Gl

responsibilit ownplaying the identity relevant implications of past behavior, people can

-concept and reduce dissonance. I briefly detail each of these key avenues
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Emphasizing (Minimizing) Harm
Central to most theories of morality is the notion of harm (Gray, Young, & Waytz,
2012). Be! ior is especially questionable on ethical grounds when it causes harm to, or
underminﬁsts of morally relevant others. One way out of this moral conflict is to
N . _ ,
change beswor. But when people are committed to their current behavior, or cannot escape
from it bedmcurred in the past, they may downplay the extent to which their actions
cause harm;

is may include denying the moral relevance of affected others —i.e., their

capacity t edence that harm. This motivated response has been demonstrated when

S

people are remin@led of past atrocities committed against other human groups, whereby such

U

reminders a with a tendency to view the members of victimized groups as less-than-

1

human an re, as less capable of experiencing harm and in turn less worthy of fair
treatment & Giner-Sorolla, 2006; Imhoff & Banse, 2009; Jackson & Gaertner,

tano, & Ginges, 2013; Opotow, 1990; 1993).

f meat-eaters, Bastian, Loughnan, Haslam, and Radke (2012) presented
participants with a consumer task that either required them to consume delicatessen beef or a
green appl€, Prior to this task, participants had provided ratings of how many mental states
they thou cow generally had. This was embedded within a larger set of measures
provided to at the same time. Just before the consumer task, but after receiving their
instructios the research assistant informed them they were leaving the room to get some
cutlery,whem another rating task to complete while they were gone. It was the same
picture of a cow 51d they were asked to rate the cow’s mental capacities as they did
previously. found that participants changed their impression of a cow’s mental
capacit@fore the capacity of that cow to experience harm, when they believed they
were about to consume beef. This did not happen when they believed they were about to

consume green apples. Furthermore, the more they reduced their attribution of mental states
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to the cow the less negative affect they reported. This study provided clear evidence that

changing perception of the moral qualities of an animal that is harmed by the act of meat-

consumptio reduce discomfort (dissonance) associated with this behavior (see also
Bilewicz, mrogosz, 2011; Loughnan, Haslam, & Bastian, 2010).
N

L

Taking (w) Responsibility
As personal choice and agency is central to the experience of dissonance

(Cooper, wmnger, 1957), and it is also the foundation on which moral responsibility is
grounded. It wehad no choice in our actions, then we are not responsible for our behavior

and whether flicts with our self-image is of little psychological consequence.
Diminishiﬁ

nsibility is therefore a key way in which people seek to downplay the
personal rm of unethical outcomes (Ritov & Baron, 1990; Spranca, Minsk, & Baron,

1991). achieve this by viewing authorities or others around them as responsible

for their acti r by diffusing the implications of their own behavior through seeing them
as only a small part of a much larger collective problem (e.g., Bandura, 1999). In line with
this type c!moral self-concept maintenance strategy, people may adopt a belief that their
behavior i@ or necessary (e.g., Joy, 2011), thereby framing their actions as a given,

rather than ice, and reducing personal responsibility. For instance, in a recent study,
Piazza et &201 5? asked around 300 people to report three reasons ‘why you think it is ok to
eat meaw{wo studies, 10-12% of justifications appealed to the idea of normality
(e.g., ‘Soc@ it’s okay’), 17-23% of justifications stated that meat consumption is
natural (e.g.,< ans are carnivores’), 36-42% of all justifications stated that meat

consump necessary (e.g., ‘Humans need meat to survive’). The tendency to report all

three types of justification was associated with increased meat-consumption. Theoretically,
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the reliance on these justifications should also reduce the experience of dissonance by

reducing the perception of personal choice and responsibility (Cooper, 1971).

{

Acknowl iminishing) Identity-Relevant Consequences

. . . . . . .
Asgnoted above, ethical dissonance involves reflecting on whether one’s actions align

with one’sgelf-@gncept. Generally, people are motivated to see themselves as moral and so

G

are motiva esolve dissonance and protect their self-image (e.g., Aquino & Reed, 2002;

Alicke, K itenbecher, Yurak, & Vredenburg, 1995; Sedikides & Gregg, 2008; Taylor

S

& Brown, WWhile changing behavior can protect the self-concept, motivating that

u

change ofte ires acknowledgement of past behavior as unethical. To protect against this,

1

a person fer the self-concept by diminishing the frequency or the extremity of a

given actign, ing it seem morally opaque (e.g., Gino, Ayal, & Ariely, 2009; Mazar, Amir,

d

& Arie nbrunsel, Diekmann, Wade-Benzoni, & Bazerman, 2010).

In th of meat-eating, evidence suggests that people frequently under-report how

VA

often they eat meat or they may limit their meat intake or eat only certain types of meat as a

way of redlicing the perceived extremity or frequency of their behavior (Rothgerber, 2014;

E

2015a; 20 this way they reduce dissonance by emphasizing ‘responsible’ behavior.

O

They may a dge others’ behavior more harshly in order to present themselves as morally

virtuous kan et al., 2012), such as when people become horrified over the consumption

th

of dog aintain their consumption of pork or beef. People may also protect

themselves by enlbedding their behavior within relevant social identities, thereby diffusing

U

responsibilit instance, the consumption of meat is central to many cultural traditions

(Foer, 2 can, therefore, become symbolic of cultural identities in a way that non-

A

meat foods, such as vegetables, rarely do.
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By minimizing harm, avoiding personal responsibility and diminishing the extent to
which one’s actions reflect on the self, people are capable of reducing discomfort around
their (unet!' actions. As noted by Bastian and Loughnan (2017), these strategies may
operate as of denial” whereby it is only when harm becomes inconveniently

N . ‘ g
apparent tgt one needs to obfuscate personal choice, and in turn when personal responsibility
is inescap@ might seek to buffer one’s identity. There may also be alternative routes
beyond the mples provided here via which people seek to reduce the experience of

dissonanc e Key point to be made is that where behavior can be flexibly interpreted, it

can often l:e enaj&:d in a way that does not elicit ethical dissonance. It is these kinds of ‘grey

area’ behavij t are frequently the focus of behavior change campaigns: We know it is
wrong to iglj kill others, but we needed to be convinced it is unethical to drink and drive
for this re@so know it is wrong to cause harm to morally relevant others, but we needed
to be comd at animals (and especially those used for meat) fall into this category. We
know it is wr. commit rape, but we needed to be educated around what consent entails.

It 1s this process of education which attempts to reframe these ‘grey area’ behaviors as
unethical 8hd therefore to motivate people to engage in change. As noted earlier, this can be
an especi rful strategy, as it targets a core element of a person’s identity, and it is for
this reason any behavior change campaigns grounded in ethical considerations have
met with g@od success. Yet, in order to be effective it is also important to account for the

possibi fire effects.

uf

en the Promotion of Ethical Behavior Change Backfires

on meat-eating as a case example, the preceding analysis reveals that when

A

people are exposed to behavior change campaigns that challenge current behavior on ethical
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grounds this creates a state of dissonance. Furthermore, that the individual seeks to resolve
this experience of dissonance, either by changing their behavior or finding ways to justify it.
This nd option requires that they frame their actions in a way that allows them to
maintain t&elf—concept, thereby reducing dissonance. Recent theorizing has
propose-d monance reduction is primarily motivated by the need to facilitate effective
action. Thgse pmgcesses are described in the Action-Based Model (Harmon-Jones, Amodio,
Harmon-JmO% Harmon-Jones & Harmon-Jones, 2002, 2007; Harmon-Jones, Harmon-
Jones, Fe ig8lman, & Johnson, 2008; Harmon-Jones & Mills, 1999). A key proposition

of this model 1s that dissonance reduction not only reduces discomfort (its more palliative

Us

function),&involves the ‘spreading of alternatives’ (i.e., a tendency to increase the

perceived of one’s chosen option and to reduce the perceived viability of the non-
chosen omr instance, one may feel conflicted over whether they should go to France
or Italy iday. Dissonance theory would predict that if they chose Italy, they will also

begin to vie ce as a less viable option therefore reinforcing their preferred alternative

and reducing conflict. Furthermore, via this process (of post-decisional closure; see Harmon-

L

Jones, Amodi Harmon-Jones, C. (2009), people also increase their behavioral

commitmen e chosen alternative. Resolving a conflict over whether to holiday in Italy or

France @sing to go to Italy leads to the effortful generation of more reasons to

holidaywan might have been salient had there been no conflict in the first place, and

in turn increased Bommitment to this option. It is this second outcome of dissonance
reduction whi lows for effective action —i.e., to travel to Italy unconflicted about whether
one sh(ﬁhosen France instead. This was demonstrated in a study by Harmon-Jones
and Harmon-Jones (2002) where people who made difficult decisions became more

committed to their chosen behavior compared to when those decisions were easy. Difficult

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



decisions invoke greater dissonance and it is this heightened motivational state that leads
people to reinforce their preferred alternative after making that difficult decision. This is
consistent with.research showing that once people have decided to engage in a given behavior
they beco d towards the goal of enacting that behavior (cf. Beckmann & Irle,

N . .
1985; Golgltzer, 1990; Heckhausen, 1986; Kuhl, 1984) and they view the alternative as a

less viable @pti

Thg of dissonance and its reduction is especially relevant to behavior within

S

the ethica . Ethical decisions are often hard, and invoke heightened levels of

dissonance. To Daing this back to meat-eating, when people are exposed to a behavior change

U

campaign seeking to make salient that their meat-eating brings harm to animals, they will

[

experienc igt. They may resolve this conflict by choosing not to eat meat (and perhaps

overtime @ a vegetarian or perhaps eating less meat), but if they chose to eat meat

(and ¢ ir same meat-eating behavior overtime as many do) they find themselves in

a motivated hereby they are seeking good reasons for why they should continue eating
meat (both at the point when moral conflict has been aroused, as well as into the future). This
motivated@§tate is heightened by being reminded of harm (e.g., through exposure to

campaign@ay be resolved by convincing oneself that continuing current eating-meat

practices is nly viable option, and as explained above, thereby increasing one’s
commitmett to this chosen alternative (see Figure 2). Providing evidence for this, studies

have fowe more people experience ethical conflict around their actions, the more

likely they are to SOmmit to those same actions in the future (Martens, Kosloff, Greenberg,

Landau&der, 2007; see also Lee, Hochman, Prince, & Ariely, 2016).
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Promoting Ethical Change Can Lead to Bad Habits

Critically, this backfire effect may do more than simply increase commitment to

{

ethically trg ome behavior; it may also lead to that behavior becoming embedded within

people’s r their ways of thinking. Large-scale behavior change campaigns mostly

[
focus on vgidespread and frequent behavior. It is these common, yet ethically troublesome

behaviors gt smgh campaigns seek to influence (e.g., meat-eating, drink driving, or the

C

boundary b n flirting and sexual harassment) by exposing people to, and reminding them

S

of, the ha es@actions can bring to others. These reminders can, and often do, lead to a

change. Yet for e people, who are already highly committed to their behaviors and resist

U

change, ove and with repeated reminders of ethical implications, such interventions

E"E.

may lead e individuals to develop more effective defenses, allowing them to more

easily, andimi ficiently, justify their actions.

a

e, in the case of meat-eating, the process of dissonance reduction may lead

people to routi dementalize meat-animals, develop stronger views that their own meat-
eating 1s natural, normal, and necessary, and come to view their meat-eating as symbolic of
cultural ic&tities, thereby defusing responsibility and protecting the moral self-concept.
These stra@timately allow people avoid sources of discomfort while maintaining their
current prac and without the effort of resolving dissonance each time the behavior is
performe deed, classic work suggests that people are generally motivated to avoid
dissonawg information (Abelson et al., 1968; Frey, 1982; Mills, 1965) and this
avoidance is welierved by reducing conscious reflection on, or awareness of, a given
(unethical) b r (Quinn, Pascoe, Wood, & Neal, 2010). Research has demonstrated that
behaviora its are generally independent of a person’s goals or intentions and are, instead,

automatically triggered by exposure to contexts in which the behaviors have been learned

(Wood & Neal, 2009). This means that habits can lead to the initiation of behavior without
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intention and can run to completion without conscious reflection (Neal, Wood, & Quinn,
2006; Neal, Wood, Wu, & Kurlander, 2011).
Evi for how unethical behavior can become habitual, allowing people to engage
in morally, e acts without conscious reflection, comes from Garret, Lazzaro,
.. H . . . .
Ariely, an! Sharot (2016) who found that self-serving dishonest behavior increases with

repetition. Qnore, using fMRI they observed that the amygdala response to dishonesty

is reduced e. This is a way to measure the extent to which people are emotionally
engaged i@t, and specifically how sensitive they are to the level of threat associated
with that event. Behaving dishonestly can feel threatening as it contravenes important ethical
values anc&s ethical conflict. As such, this finding revealed that people became less

aware of, t less sensitive to, the unethical nature of their actions. This shows that as

people re@engage in ethically troublesome acts, and refine their capacity to discount

lves from inconvenient reminders of harm, they become less sensitive to

the ethical 1 tions of their behavior. It also suggests that people are, therefore, engaging
in such acts with little conscious reflection or awareness — they are not focused on, or

sensitive ts the ethical implications — and this allows ethically troublesome behavior to

become h@

Ethical B‘;;i;r Change and Cultures of Resistance

is thus far suggests that behavior change interventions may trigger
defensive responi'ng when they advocate for change on ethical grounds. When people
choose to de eir current practices, the process of dissonance reduction may increase
commitm urrent ethically troublesome behavior, and furthermore, over repeated

attempts, could lead to that behavior becoming more habitual. The backfire effect of ethical
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behavior change interventions may not stop here, however, also having the capacity to shape
societies in ways that ultimately protect people from dissonance.

One on that arousing dissonance around ethically troublesome behavior may lead
to a cultur, ce is that people who choose to maintain their current behavior will be
motivat-edgmit others to their point of view. Engendering social support for one’s own
views reinfgirc at it is the right thing to do, thus protecting against dissonance. This
process is d within dynamic social impact theory (Latané, 1996; Nowak, Szamrej, &
Latané, IWh predicts that the persuasiveness, supportiveness, and polarization of a
given attit@ehavior will predict its capacity to spread through a given social context

(see also K iller, & Charles, 1987). The process of dissonance reduction, as detailed
h

above, 1s

behavior ed, people will also seek to actively defend their own actions and derogate

those

ave a polarizing effect on how people view a given behavior. When a

them or choose the alternative; a process that can effectively increase

social suppo nes’ own perspective (see also Skitka, Bauman, & Sargis, 2005).

This spreading of ethically troublesome behavior may also occur less consciously and
intentiona&. High frequency behaviors that have become habitual overtime due to the
process of; nce reduction detailed above (e.g., meat-eating), will elicit little discomfort
for the actor."Observers are, therefore, likely to infer that such acts are normative and ‘agreed

upon’. Regrch shows that people frequently adopt seemingly normative behaviors, even if

they arMally supportive of them (Miller & McFarland, 1991; Prentice & Miller,
1993). :

Fina ertime, cultures of resistance may develop more established ways to protect
against t ion of dissonance around ethically troublesome actions. First, highly visible
cultural norms and practices tend to develop around valued behaviors. Because dissonance

reduction leads people to place increased value on their chosen course of action, it is likely
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that cultural norms and processes will tend to develop around behaviors that have the
capacity to trigger dissonance. An example of this can be found in the common tendency for
nations to ! ild their identities around acts of war (e.g., through remembrance days; Liu et
al., 2005; iion, 2005). Drawing from the current perspective, this is functional

N . . . .
because a§ of war arouse high-levels of dissonance — they involve morally problematic
behaviorsmﬂng these acts serves to maintain their perceived importance, protecting

people fro riencing discomfort associated with past atrocities (cf., Aquino, Reed, &
Freeman, wez & Liu, 2011; Watkins & Bastian, 2018). Like habits, people engage in
ritualized behaviQr without questioning its logic or reflecting on its direct causal
consequenc are, Wen, Herrmann, & Whitehouse, 2015; Nielsen, Kapitany, & Elkins,
2015; Whﬁg

A mucrete example of how institutions may seek to protect people from

nt within the meat industry, where organizations, companies, and other

, 2004).

stakeholders 0 obscure meat production from the consumer. This ensures that
individuals are able to purchase and consume meat without explicitly connecting it to the
animals fvﬁ which it came (Hoogland, de Boer, & Boersema, 2005), and this may be
achieved i@l ways. The remote location of farming and slaughtering of animals
facilitates a onnect between meat and meat-animals (Plous, 2003). Beyond physical
distancei &;le are also protected from information associated with these practices, such that
farm anHto receive less media coverage than wild animals (e.g., Singer, 1991).
There is a generailack of media coverage of the process, scope, and impact of meat
production y, 2011) and large-scale abattoirs or factory farms are hesitant to allow
transpare nd their processes (e.g., Foer, 2010). This same lack of transparency is
evident in the marketing of meat, where meat-products are typically separated from their

animal origins (Plous, 1993). Language used to describe meat-products (e.g., pork not pigs,
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beef not cow, veal not calves; see Hyers, 2006; Leach, 1964; Mitchell, 2011; Plous, 1993,
2003, Rasmussen, Rajecki, & Craft, 1993) is not unlike the ‘euphemistic labelling’ referred to

by Bandura 9) as a process through which people can morally disengage from their

actions, a isgperpetuated and supported by social institutions and norms.

L

I
Where to Jgro ere?
Dra on a motivational analysis of ethically troublesome behavior (see Bastian &

Loughnanmnd research within the field of behavioral ethics more broadly, I have

argued that behaWor change initiatives that invoke ethical arguments may lead to backfire

effects. Be increasing commitment to, and the frequency of, a targeted behavior, over

repeated ¢ interventions may even lead to the development of habits and cultures of

(©

resistance esponses effectively protect people against the experience of discomfort

which igns seek to trigger, allowing them to continue their current actions with

little reflecti

The foregoing analysis underlines that morally charged behaviors, and attempts to
challenge M ethical grounds, can lead to backfire effects and that this cannot be
addressed Qndard models of behavioral change. To understand the motivational
dynamics o avior change around ethical issues, we need an account of how self-
perceptio&d motivated resistance can work against change — these self-relevant beliefs and
motivafwore at stake in the case of unethical behavior compared to other types of
behavior (i.e., unfiealthy behavior). Although the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991)
has detailed egative attitudes or unsupportive social norms may block efforts to achieve
change, 1 t accounted for the possibility that such efforts may produce backfire effects,

increasing and spreading a targeted behavior. If interventions have the capacity to increase

ethically troublesome behavior and embed it within minds and cultures, then we need to think
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carefully about how to apply interventions when they draw on ethical arguments (or perhaps

when not to use ethical arguments), such that we do not end up doing more harm than good.

{

This requiri:areful analysis of how we might challenge ethically troublesome behavior

while also e possibility of defensive responding. In the next section, I detail
several prstlcal considerations for behavior change interventions that may help to avoid

backfire effgct

Social Issues and Policy Implications

SC

Over the'past decades we have seen a shift towards the moralization of a range of

U

social issue ozin (1999) notes, there has been a shift towards the moralization of

1

smoking, esity, and meat-eating (see Rozin, Markwith, & Stoess, 1997). As we

become miBre w itive to the rights and needs of others (Pinker, 2011), including more

a

distant er, 2011; Crimston, Bain, Hornsey, & Bastian, 2016), the reasons for our
actions are kely to be guided and directed by ethical considerations. Behavior change
campaigns need to recognize this shift. The question becomes, how can we intervene in
ethically tiublesome behavior in ways that avoid fostering resistance to change?

Et@uments are powerful avenues through which to promote behavior change.
For this reasoft; it is not advisable to walk away from ethical arguments, but rather to

understanddhow to deliver them effectively. As argued by Markowitz and Shariff (2012),

h

|

campai k to increase concern over climate change are well advised to elevate it to

the status of a mdgal issue. Similarly, concern for the welfare of other humans is elevated by

Gl

emphasizin moral relevance (i.e., by humanizing them; Capozza et al. 2012;

Majdan 2012; Tam et al. 2007; Viki et al. 2012; Vezzali et al. 2012) and concern for

A

the welfare of animals is elevated when they are likened to humans, thereby increasing their

moral importance (Amiot & Bastian, 2017; Bastian, Costello, Loughnan, & Hodson, 2012).
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Yet, as the above analysis has hopefully made clear, this can backfire when the self-concept
is threatened. By pushing people’s ethical buttons, we may achieve change in some, but we
may alsﬁd build resistance in others (i.e., those who are highly committed to their

existing ba

low I will detail several ideas for how behavior change interventions

'ht-rs_th't ion (see Table 1)
mignt manage tnis tension (s€c 1able .

Linking Bg Change to Positive Moral Outcomes

M in@ behavior may lead people to feel guilty over their past actions. While there

is some work su@gesting that this has the capacity to lead to positive change (Ferguson &

Branscomb ), other findings suggest that dire messages can backfire and lead to
reduced 1

oncern and engagement (Feinberg & Willer, 2011). Positive moral
emotions mwever, provide an alternative and perhaps even more powerful route. For

instanc r, Zaval, Weber, and Markowitz (2017) found that anticipated pride from

pro-environ behavior is a more powerful motivator of behavior change than is

anticipated guilt from inaction. Linking future behavior change to positive moral emotions
(e.g., prid€§ gratitude and hope) rather than past failure to negative moral emotions (e.g., guilt
or shame) @uw for the moralization of an issue without threatening the moral self-

concept. A ar approach may be to link behavior change in one domain to ethical

outcomes W another domain. For instance, Bain, Hornsey, Bongiorno and Jeffries (2012)

th

found t ho remained unconvinced regarding anthropogenic climate change

intended to act m@re pro-environmentally when they thought climate change action would

G

create a soci ere people are more considerate and caring. This shows that highlighting

the positi thically important outcomes of behavior change, even when these outcomes

A

may be only indirectly related to the target issue, may motivate people towards change while

avoiding threats to the moral self-concept and in turn the likelihood of backfire effects
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Target Behavior but Reduce Personal Liability

Another way in which motivated resistance may be avoided is by focusing on the
unethical es of a similar behavior in others. An example of this was the live
exports-scsm Australia, where footage of Indonesian abattoir practices was aired on
Australiangelevigion, leading to outrage and a temporary suspension of live cattle trade. In
this contemalian consumers were focused on the unethical treatment of cattle in other
countries,Walso led them to reflect on the unethical consequences of their own meat-
eating beh@his had the potential to lead to a change in one’s own behavior without
feeling dirﬁgeted or threatened. While there is some anecdotal evidence that this event

was indee ve in motivating a reduction in meat consumption for Australians (personal

communimnimals Australia) direct evidence for this effect is yet to be reported.

n scapegoating confirms that by expressing outrage at others, people can

reduce their eelings of guilt. Yet, this work also suggests that a reduction in guilt
corresponds to a reduced motivation to change one’s own behavior (Rothschild, Landau,
Molina, BSnscombe & Sullivan, 2013; Rothschild, Landau, Sullivan, & Keefer, 2012; see
also BaerZOIZ). It may be that eliciting outrage towards the harmful practices of
others (e.g., nvironmental impact of large industry, or the treatment of animals through
the meat &;uction process) can go beyond defusing personal guilt to motivating a desire for

distancw from those actions. This creates a context where change can be considered

while motivated SSistance 1s minimized. This type of intervention would, in effect, seek to

trigger the giation for positive differentiation from the unethical actions of others (e.g.,
Jetten, Sp Manstead, 1998).

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



Present Challenges to Behavior from Ingroup Members
Thergds now a substantial body of research showing that criticisms from ingroup
members aed to less defensively compared to challenges from outgroup members
H . :
(Hornsey g Imani, 2004; see Hornsey, 2005 for a review). Prior research has shown these
effects usi@nal group memberships, whereby Australians are used to criticize other

Australians“¥%¥] social identities are also formed around important behaviors, such as meat-

eater vs. \w‘ An especially powerful intervention may be one that comes from

someone who not profess to be a moral saint, but who also seeks to encourage behavior
change on ethi rounds. For instance, meat-eaters might be used to encourage other meat-
eaters to r eir consumption (i.e., meat-avoidance or ‘Reducetarianism’) or people who

admit to sms poor environmental stewardship, advocating for greater efforts to achieve

positiv ntal change. Finding those individuals who are willing to put their own

moral self-co on the line (i.e., to publicly admit the ethically problematic nature of their
own behavior and therefore the need for personal change) and therefore to be identified as
ingroup Wmay be difficult, but if done well, it may prove to be especially effective in
changing Qhavior. Put differently, leading by example may not always be the best
strategy wh rgeting others ethically troublesome behavior (e.g., Monin et al., 2008). One
caveat to s; statement might be the use of celebrities who advocate for behavior change on
ethical Mstrategy frequently employed by organizations such as PETA). People

wish to positivelSi dentify with these revered others, and through this process of positive

identificatio see them as ingroup rather than outgroup members, seeking to align their
own beha asil, 1996).
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Use Nudges Rather than Direct Challenges

Approaches to changing behavior in ways that is often outside of conscious awareness

{

has recen @ popularized by the ‘nudge’ movement (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). This

¢

work sh-ows that the way choices are presented, as well as subtle cues or reminders, can lead

i

to behavi . Although reflective ethical decision making is unlikely to be influenced

outside off€onsci@us awareness, there is now a significant body of research showing that

C

moral intujgio e closely tied to emotional states and may even become primed through

S

activating emotfons such as disgust (e.g., Haidt, 2001; but see Landy & Goodwin, 2015). As

reported b and Sign (2008) disgust towards cigarette smoking was highly correlated

U

with judg immoral. This suggests that eliciting feelings of disgust toward a particular

£

object (e.g., meat) or behavior (e.g., smoking, cheating) may provide an avenue through

which to

a

havior. This may be especially effective if the emotional response is
targete er’s actions rather than one’s own, or elicited incidentally, to avoid backfire

effects

M

Another example of how nudges can be used within the ethical domain comes from

I

research o cial norms can influence people to pay their taxes on time. Hallsworth,

List, Metd @ Vlaev (2017) used administrative data from more than 200,000 individuals

in the UK that including social norms and public goods messages in tax payment

remind nsiderably enhanced tax compliance. Learning that others were complying

{

with an ethi increased the likelihood of people adopting that norm themselves. One

U

could imags an approach applied to meat-eating, for instance, where people learn that

others ed to curtail their personal consumption due to concerns over animal welfare.

A

Considerable soCtal psychological research has demonstrated the power of social norms to

influence individual behavior (Cialdini, 2004).
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Social norms may be communicated as injunctive norms (what most people think we
should do) or descriptive norms (what most people do; Cialdini, Reno, & Kallgren, 1990).
Although mjuactive norms may play a role in elevating the moral status of a behavior (e.g.,
Markowitm 2012), this approach may also threaten people’s moral self-concept
. —— ) :
leading togotlvated resistance. Another approach, like that used by Hallsworth et al. (2017)

is to highlmtive descriptive norms (e.g., to communicate that most people comply with

taxation le n, or many people have begun to limit their meat-intake or have substituted
meat witthetables or nuts). This side steps the moral condemnation of a given

behavior (¢€.g., t people think it is wrong to pay tax late, or most people think it is

U

unethical to gat-meat), while setting up a comparison context that people may be motivated to
engage wiiini itive ways (i.e., by bringing their behavior in line with what most other

people aremselves). This becomes more difficult when a given behavior, such as

meat-¢ espread. Yet, it may be that highlighting trends rather than norms per se

can have a si effect. Learning that there is a trend for people to reduce their meat-
consumption or choosing to become vegetarian or vegan can lead people to contemplate the
reasons fo!why this change is occurring, rather than feeling threatened by messages telling
them they change. Such reasons may be varied (e.g., health or lifestyle factors as well

as ethical co s), but allowing people to explore these reasons can make salient ethical

conflict wg;ut directly targeting people’s current behavior.

Focus on Incre;ntal Change Rather than Radical Change

ove, research shows that many people tend to cheat when given the

opportuni only enough so that it does not impact on their perception of themselves as
good and moral people (Mazar et al., 2008). This suggests that incremental change within the

ethical domain can occur without it impacting on self-perception. It is likely that this same
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process also works in the other direction. Asking people to adjust their behavior, rather than

eradicate it completely, may also lead to less motivated resistance. Messages that seek to

T

convince pe they could avoid meat or reduce their meat intake are likely to be less
threatenin to when they are asked to completely remove it from their diet. This is
 EE—

because m@gssages that promote incremental adjustments are less likely to invoke black and
white thinkgng. Bgople can entertain the various benefits, including ethical ones, of adjusting
their behav hout feeling that they are being cast as unethical (e.g., Schneider et al.,
2017). FuWe, this approach may also lead people to feel good about themselves when
they do m@mental change. Indeed, research shows that focusing on the attainment of
positive gai pposed to avoiding wrong behavior, is a better way to motivate behavior
change in ﬁo

(Higgins, 1998).

Refeal n the differences between people who are vegetarian for reasons of health

d

vs. for ons, shows that health vegetarians tend to engage in gradual change
whereas ethi getarians tend to engage in abrupt change (Jabs, Devine & Sobal, 1998, see
also Beardsworth & Keil, 1991; Rothgerber, 2015a,b; Rozin et al., 1997). This ‘conversion
experiencs of ethical vegetarians underlines the way in which ethical issues can be powerful
sources of@r change, but also that they tend to be cast in an all or nothing (black or
white) fram . It may be that ethical interventions need to walk the fine line between
helpin le to see the ethical implications of their behavior, while also providing them
with wwce (rather than attempt to initially eliminate) these outcomes. For instance, a
signiﬁcan@n in meat intake mixed with a choice to purchase more ethically produced

meat produc 1d have a significant impact on the use of factory farming practices,

thereby s tly reducing the extent of animal harm.
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Target the Necessity of the Behavior

One of the key motivations for why people choose to maintain a given behavior is that
they see it essary and, therefore, do not see viable alternatives. For instance, one of the
key justiﬁﬁvided for meat-consumption is that it is necessary (Piazza et al., 2015;
see also- PsmOS). Addressing the necessity of a meat-consumption (e.g., socially,
medically, gmitritionally, or practically), and perhaps especially the necessity of frequent
meat-consu n, would target a key motivation for behavior maintenance. This would
effectivelmme behavior change in non-ethical terms as necessity would be addressed
at the leve@dividual’s own needs (i.e., whether they need to eat meat, or whether
competing s that might lead them to cheat are worth pursuing), rather than the ethical
conseque eir actions. Key to this approach, would be to assist people to see viable

altemativmwould ensure that people are not stuck in a prevention mindset, but rather

the promotion of viable and positive alternatives (see Higgins, 1998). In

the context o t-eating, this would be providing information around ways to achieve a

Conclusions

Beh change represents a major field of research and practice within psychology.

h

Given that§eople frequently make decisions to act based on ethical considerations and

L

unethic is can be costly, the field is well advised to integrate insights from

research on behayioral ethics to address some of society’s most pressing and troublesome

Gl

issues. If co ng people with the unethical implications of their actions may be just as

likely to 1 their commitment to those actions as it may increase their desire for change,

A

this presents a major challenge to dominant models when applied to behavior change

initiatives that are primarily communicated in terms of ethical considerations. The current

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



analysis also provides an account of how and why unethical behavior needs to be understood
and addressed within its social context. Micro- and macro-cultural environments can provide
havens for ethically troublesome action, frequently blinding people to the implications.
Campaig to motivate change on ethical grounds aim to remove this veil of

_ H :

1gn0rancesnd avoidance as a way to foster behavioral change, yet they need to carefully

balance thwful impacts of doing so with the possibility of triggering motivated

resistance. apting and updating current models to better predict how to change ethically
troubleso ior, we will develop important insights into how we might challenge and
change some 056 most harmful behaviors within society, ranging from the

overconsu f meat to environmental conservation, and from the perpetuation of

prejudice -economic inequality to questionable practices within organizational and

pmfessiomts.
=
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Pre-Violation Justification
(act is excusable)

Pt

Teml;ting

Moral Self-Concept Moral Self-Concept
Situation

— Threatened Maintained

Moral
Violation

|

Post-Violation Justification
(act is compensated for)

Figure 1. Thi stration shows how people can do wrong but feel moral. This may be
achieved g on pre- or post-violation justifications. Pre-violation justifications (top
route) exc ehaviors and thus reduce the threat to the self-concept beforehand. Post-
violati ions (bottom route) compensate for violations that were committed, thus
enablin erson to reduce the psychological costs associated with wrongdoing and
maintain a m elf-concept after the fact. Adapted from Shalvi et al. (2015).
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Moral Self-Concept

Campaign

Dissonance
Message

Current Behaviour

anusLth

Commit to Change: Accept
Harm, Responsibility, and
Consequences

Spreading of
alternatives

Commit to Behavior: Deny
Harm, Responsibility and
Consequences

Figure g@r change campaigns seek to create tension between current behavior (e.g.,
meat-eating) and the moral self-concept. To resolve dissonance people spread the
alternativei; either committing to change or committing to current behavior and adjusting

their belie inforce their choice.
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Table 1: Six strategies to avoid motivated resistance when challenging behavior on ethical

grounds

lt

1. Use posi @ ion

Crl

2. Focus on

3. Seek to id€nt

US

4. Nudge, d

T

5. Step-by-s

dall

Target mot1

ont

Link behavior change messages to pride about future positive
behavior, rather than guilt about past negative behavior.

Target behavior, but don’t target people. Sometimes highlighting the
unethical consequences of other’s actions may be a way to get people to

reflect non-defensively on consequences of their own actions.

Use people who are seen to be ‘on their side’ and part of their own group
to deliver messages. People tend to be less defensive when criticized by

people they see as part of their own group.

Use nudges rather than direct challenges. This helps people to adjust
their behavior, without having to feel confronted by strong messages

characterizing them as unethical.

Focus on incremental change rather than radical change. This allows

people to engage with the issue in a less black and white way.

Challenge the perceived necessity of the behavior. This allows people to

see viable alternatives and reduces resistance.

Author M

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



