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Abstract

Unethical behavior, deception, and fraud are major concerns in corporate governance. This paper examines 
the effectiveness of contemplation questions (CQs) as decision aids for employees facing ethical dilemmas. 
CQs, such as “Will the reputation of our company be damaged if my decision is made public?” are intended 
to activate moral agency and prompt employees to consider their actions from various perspectives (e.g., self, 
peers, company). Despite being used by 44% of S&P 200 and Fortune Global 200 companies, their effec-
tiveness remains untested. Through two pre-registered, incentivized vignette experiments, we systematically 
investigate the causal effect of CQs on ethical decisionmaking. In Study 1 (N = 1,986), merely presenting CQs 
had no impact on ethical decisions. In Study 2 (N = 1,322), actively engaging participants by requiring explicit 
answers to CQs led to marginally more ethical decisions among individuals with high moral identity but sig-
nificantly fewer ethical decisions among those with low moral identity. These findings align with a conceptual 
framework of motivated moral reasoning and suggest that while CQs can positively affect some individuals, 
they also backfire, promoting unethical behavior precisely in those already predisposed to such tendencies.
Keywords: Organizational behavior, Ethical decision making
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Abstract

Unethical behavior, deception, and fraud are major concerns in corporate governance.
This paper examines the effectiveness of contemplation questions (CQs) as decision aids
for employees facing ethical dilemmas. CQs, such as “Will the reputation of our company
be damaged if my decision is made public?” are intended to activate moral agency and
prompt employees to consider their actions from various perspectives (e.g., self, peers,
company). Despite being used by 44% of S&P 200 and Fortune Global 200 companies,
their effectiveness remains untested. Through two pre-registered, incentivized vignette
experiments, we systematically investigate the causal effect of CQs on ethical decision-
making. In Study 1 (N = 1,986), merely presenting CQs had no impact on ethical decisions.
In Study 2 (N = 1,322), actively engaging participants by requiring explicit answers to CQs
led to marginally more ethical decisions among individuals with high moral identity but
significantly fewer ethical decisions among those with low moral identity. These find-
ings align with a conceptual framework of motivated moral reasoning and suggest that
while CQs can positively affect some individuals, they also backfire, promoting unethical
behavior precisely in those already predisposed to such tendencies.
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1 Introduction

Ethical business scandals, such as those at Volkswagen, Wirecard, Enron, or Cambridge Ana-
lytica keep rocking the corporate world. In response, policymakers have increased regulations
to protect employees as well as customers (KPMG, 2024). Consequently, in 2023, 55% of com-
panies reported an expected increase in compliance budgets (Thomson Reuters Institute, 2023)
as a response to the increased regulation and in order to fund initiatives aimed at promoting
ethical decision-making among employees (Weaver, 2014). Some of those initiatives to re-
inforce corporate culture and promote integrity in complex ethical dilemmas aim to provide
decision aids, codes of conduct, and other policies and guidelines to assist employees in their
decision-making processes.

In this paper, we investigate the effectiveness of a specific kind of decision aid widely
employed in organizations across the world, namely Contemplation Questions (CQs). These
are simple and smart questions designed to assist employees when facing ethical dilemmas
(Kouchaki and Smith, 2020). CQs, such as “Will the reputation of our company be damaged

if my decision is made public?” aim to increase the salience of specific reference groups (e.g.,
the public) and encourage employees to reconsider their actions in relation to these groups.
CQs are presumably intended to foster moral agency (Bandura, 1989), enhance self-regulatory
processes (Bandura, 1991), and increase awareness of what is right and wrong, thereby reduc-
ing “ethical blind spots” (Bazerman and Sezer, 2016; Bazerman and Tenbrunsel, 2011). Luo
et al. (2023) refer to decision-aids like CQs as “sludge-for-good” as they are slowing down the
decision-making process in order to prompt additional vigilance.

While 44% of S&P 200 and Fortune Global 200 companies use CQs as ethical decision aids
(Renerte et al., 2024) there is a surprising lack of systematic scientific evidence regarding their
effectiveness. Are they, in fact, promoting ethical decisions?

Based on two pre-registered studies using incentivized vignette experiments, we exam-
ine whether the presentation and interaction with CQs affects ethical decision-making. In a
first study (N = 1,986), we find that merely presenting participants with CQs has no effect on
ethical decisions, both on aggregate and for different reference groups such as the self, peers,
company policies, reputational concerns and universal principles. In a subsequent study (N =
1,322), we increase engagement with CQs, by asking participants to answer the questions ex-
plicitly. Whilst we again find no aggregate effects, we find striking heterogeneity using moral
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identity as a moderator.1 Among participants who have high levels of moral identity, CQs
marginally increase the share of ethical decisions. Among those with low moral identity, by
contrast, CQs lead to a significant reduction in ethical decisions. Thus, our findings provide
causal evidence that CQs can backfire and even promote unethical decision making. These
unintended consequences of CQs outweigh their beneficial effects. More importantly, they do
so precisely for individuals for whom companies arguably hope that they can counteract their
intrinsic lack of ethical inclination.

To conceptualize our findings, we develop a theoretical framework where we model CQs
as increasing the saliency of other reference groups. An individual receives additional utility
when their action is approved by this reference group (Akerlof and Kranton, 2000; Bernheim,
1994). We propose two alternative hypotheses on how CQs can affect ethical actions, depend-
ing on how individuals form beliefs about what the reference group approves. First, we show
that, in line with moral agency (Bandura, 1989), if individuals perceive the reference group
to subscribe to an external normative standard of what is right and wrong, agents are more
likely to change their actions towards being more ethical. Second, if individuals form beliefs
through motivated reasoning (Bénabou and Tirole, 2011, 2016), i.e. they endogenously model
the reference groups valuation after their own, CQs lead to a reinforcement of priors and
can, therefore, backfire. Our findings have clear and significant implications for practitioners,
as particularly for employees prone to unethical behavior (so-called “bad apples”), CQs may
aggravate unethical tendencies.

Our paper contributes to various strands of literature. First, it relates to previous work
on value- or integrity-oriented interventions affecting ethical decision-making or dishonesty
(see e.g. Paine, 1994; Weaver and Treviño, 1999; Zhang et al., 2015). Studies in psychology,
economics and other behavioral sciences have shown that dishonesty is malleable and can be
influenced through interventions (see Gerlach et al., 2019; Rosenbaum et al., 2014, for reviews).
While on aggregate there appears to be a general preference for truth-telling (Abeler et al.,
2019), with some individuals remaining honest even when confronted with large financial
incentives (Gibson et al., 2013; Hilbig et al., 2012), dishonest behavior can be even further
reduced through interventions like physical mirrors (Batson et al., 1999; Diener and Wallbom,
1976), being exposed to a pair of eyes on a poster (Bateson et al., 2006) or by exposure to moral
symbols (Desai and Kouchaki, 2017).

1Moral identity is an established concept in psychology (Aquino and Reed II, 2002; Reed II and Aquino, 2003)
that has frequently been associated to moral decisions (see e.g. Hardy et al., 2013; Hertz and Krettenauer, 2016;
Winterich et al., 2013)
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Second, some of these interventions fall under the umbrella term of moral primes (or ethi-
cal nudges) for which our aggregate null effects support their documented instability (Kristal
et al., 2020; Verschuere et al., 2018). However a key feature of our study is that we highlight
important heterogeneity in effects. We identify positive effects for some individuals when
incorporating moral identity as a moderator, but a backfiring for others. Backfiring of moral
primes has been found before for instance by (Verschuere et al., 2018), who show that recalling
the Ten Commandments, if at all leads to increased cheating compared to a control condition.

Lastly, our result that CQs prompt individuals to justify their priors contributes to the
literature on motivated reasoning (Bénabou and Tirole, 2016). More precisely, the observed
behavior closely links to motivated moral reasoning in psychology (Ditto et al., 2009; Haidt,
2001; Uhlmann et al., 2009), considered a specific application of motivated reasoning. In this
strand of literature, individuals construct a defensible justification that supports the preferred
action rather than objectively re-evaluate the actions. A key argument behindmotivatedmoral
reasoning is to preserve ones self-esteem and small opportunities of “moral wiggle room” have
frequently been shown to be exploited (Dana et al., 2007; Gino et al., 2016; Gneezy et al., 2020;
Konow, 2000). Subsequent research supports the notion of motivated moral reasoning by
highlighting various motivational forces (for example emotions) when deciding to act morally
or immorally (Greene et al., 2001; Monin et al., 2007). Substantive evidence shows that indi-
vidual’s reasoning leads them to morally disengage (Bandura, 2011; Welsh et al., 2020), mis-
perceive the objectivity of moral situations (Haidt, 2001; Pizarro et al., 2003; Provencher and
Fincham, 2000) and results in selective memory of moral events (Pizarro et al., 2006).

This paper is structured as follows. Section 2 presents evidence on the prominence and
occurrence of CQs in global corporations. Section 3 outlines a conceptual framework to illus-
trate how CQs can affect ethical decision making. Section 4 describes the design, procedures,
and results of Study 1, whereas Section 5 entails the same for Study 2. We provide a discussion
and conluding remarks in Section 6.

2 The occurrence of Contemplation Questions

How prevalent is the use of CQs in large companies around the world? To answer this, we
reviewed companies that are part of the 2022 Fortune Global 200 and 2023 S&P 200, as de-
scribed in detail in Renerte et al. (2024). As of mid-2022, the Fortune Global 200 list comprised
companies across 20 countries and 11 sectors, whereas the S&P 200 list includes 200 listed US
companies spanning 11 sectors. From both lists, we identified 355 unique firms that compose
our target sample. To explore CQ usage patterns among these companies, several research
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assistants independently identified the CQs from publicly available company websites.2 Since
all identified CQs are publicly available our data should be considered a lower bound of their
prominence in companies.

Overall, we find that across both lists 44%, or 156 out of 355, companies utilize CQs. Among
the Global Fortune 200 companies, we can further see that the use of CQs is somewhat hetero-
geneously spread around the world, with 65% of companies using them in North America, and
only 13% in Asia-Pacific. This heterogeneity is also reflected across sectors, where 73% of the
reviewed firms in healthcare utilize CQs, whereas only 31% of companies in communication
services or even 0% in real estate promote CQs.

Renerte et al. (2024) identify 723 CQs across all 156 companies, meaning conditional on
utilizing some form of CQ, each company uses on average 4.66 CQs.3 Of these CQs, 72% are
positively framed, only 15% have a negative frame, and 12% are neutrally framed.4 Whilst
some companies embed CQs is decision trees, the vast majority employs them as a list of in-
dependent questions. Renerte et al. (2024) further relate the prevalence of CQs to company
characteristics and conduct a clustering exercise to categorize CQs. This results in five dis-
tinct categories, differing in the reference group they address: Self, Peers, Company Policies &

Culture, Law & Reputation and Universal Principles.
Given the prominence of CQs in large corporations across the world, the question of their

effectiveness looms large. While it appears surprising that firms promote the use of such
decision aids among employees without testing their effectiveness first, this is not unusual.
Organizations frequently implement interventions or changes to organizational structures
without rigorous examination (Barends et al., 2014; Pfeffer and Sutton, 2006; Staw and Ep-
stein, 2000). For CQs, we now close this gap. Before describing our empirical evaluation, we
first provide a conceptual framework through which mechanisms CQs might impact ethical
decision-making.

2They first examined the company websites proactively for CQs or similar questions. Subsequently, they utilized
online search engines to look for the company in conjunction with the keywords: “code of ethics”, “code of
conduct”, and “questions”. After one assistant completed the search, the other assistant repeated the process for
the companies where questions were not initially found. We provide two examples in Appendix D The data is
provided as supplementary material in Renerte et al. (2024).

3A complete list of CQs and some of their properties is provided as supplementary material in Renerte et al.
(2024).

4An example of a positively framed CQ is “Is this behavior legal?”, whereas a negatively framed one would be “Is
this behavior illegal?”.
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3 Conceptual framework

To conceptualize the decision dilemma faced by an individual, we draw on established theo-
retical work from social and moral psychology (Bandura, 1986, 1991; Tajfel, 1979) as well as
economics (Akerlof and Kranton, 2000; Bénabou and Tirole, 2011; Bernheim, 1994).

1 Individual preferences

Suppose an individual 𝑖 faces an ethical dilemma in which they need to choose an action a.
For simplicity we assume that a is binary, a ∈ 𝐸, 𝑈 , where 𝐸 is the ethical and 𝑈 the unethical
action. The utility for choosing a depends both on the individual valuation of a 𝑣𝑖(𝑎) as well
as on 𝑖’s expectation about how a will be perceived by another reference group, 𝑟𝑖(𝑎). This
reference group can differ between individuals and decisions and could be, for example, family,
society, the employer or even oneself. We can capture an individual’s utility by

𝑈𝑖(𝑎) = 𝑣𝑖(𝑎) + 𝜆𝑖𝑟𝑖(𝑎). (1)

𝜆𝑖 ∈ [0, 1] describes how much 𝑖 cares about the evaluation of the reference group. For
simplicity, we assume that 𝑟𝑖(𝑎) to be binary with 𝑟𝑖(𝑎) ∈ {0, 1}. The social evaluation of action
𝑎 is positive if the reference group approves of it. This means the individual receives a utility
increase of 𝜆𝑖 if the reference group approves of action 𝑎. An individual would then choose 𝑎
if 𝑈𝑖(𝑎) > 𝑈𝑖(𝑎′). Defining 𝑈𝑖(𝐸) − 𝑈𝑖(𝑈) as Δ𝑈𝑖(𝑎), 𝑖 chooses 𝐸 if the net utility Δ𝑈𝑖(𝑎) > 0 or
Δ𝑣𝑖(𝑎) + 𝜆𝑖Δ𝑟𝑖(𝑎) > 0.

Let us first consider a case where 𝜆𝑖 = 0, i.e., a situation where an individual’s utility only
depends on 𝑣𝑖(𝑎). 𝜆𝑖 = 0 can occur if individuals do not care at all about their social image
or simply do not consider a given reference group when making their decision. For instance,
what my family would think of a moral choice at work might simply not be a salient question
for 𝑖. To represent heterogeneity of preferences within the population, we draw Δ𝑣𝑖(𝑎) from
a distribution 𝐹 with 𝐹 ∼ 𝑁(𝜇, 𝛿2). We do not explicitly model how an individual 𝑖 arrives
at their relative evaluation of the available actions, but it will entail some weighing of the
material rewards against preferences to act ethical or honestly (similar to Bénabou and Tirole,
2011). Δ𝑣𝑖(𝑎) thus defines an ad hoc preference based on an individual’s moral compass. Due
to the instinctive nature of this process, we model Δ𝑣𝑖(𝑎) to be accompanied by some noise
𝜖𝑖 ∼ 𝑁(0, 𝛿2) (Recalde et al., 2018). An individual then chooses 𝐸 if Δ𝑣𝑖(𝑎)+𝜖𝑖 > 0, is indifferent
if Δ𝑣𝑖(𝑎) + 𝜖𝑖 = 0 and chooses 𝑈 otherwise. Note that due to the noise, some individuals with
𝑣𝑖(𝑈) > 𝑣𝑖(𝐸) still choose 𝐸 and vice versa.
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Figure 1: Net valuation without reference group saliency

Δ𝑈(𝑎)

Δ𝑈(𝑎) = 0

Choose 𝐸Choose 𝑈

Δ𝑣𝑗(𝑎) < 0 Δ𝑣𝑖(𝑎) > 0

Note. The figure depicts two examples for the intuitive net utility of
two individuals 𝑖 (red), and 𝑗 (blue). Individual 𝑖 has Δ𝑈𝑖(𝑎) > 0 (red)
and j has Δ𝑈𝑖(𝑎) < 0 (blue).

To illustrate this, Figure 1 represents two individuals’ net utility, Δ𝑈𝑖(𝑎) on the horizontal
line with the point of indifference in gray. The figure captures the utilities of two individuals,
𝑖 (red) and 𝑗 (blue). Both net utilities are displayed as an interval that illustrates the decision
noise around 𝑣𝑖(𝑎). The figure shows that while individual 𝑖 always chooses the ethical action
𝐸, as Δ𝑈𝑖 > 0 for all values of 𝜖𝑖, there are some instances where individual 𝑗 chooses 𝐸, despite
Δ𝑣𝑖(𝑎) being negative.

2 Introducing Contemplation Questions

The aim of using CQs as decision aids is to encourage individuals to self-reflect on their ac-
tions in relation to other reference groups. They increase the saliency of different reference
standards that could influence an individual’s evaluation of the decision dilemma. Within our
framework we capture this element of increased salience by an increase in 𝜆𝑖.

The effect of this increased salience, however, depends strongly on the perceived approval
of the two actions (Δ𝑟𝑖(𝑎)). In the following we outline two possible mechanisms of how
individuals may form these perceptions and how they can in turn influence the choice between
𝐸 and 𝑈 .

2.1 Moral agency

First, we consider an agentic perspective on moral decision-making. According to Bandura’s
moral agency approach (Bandura, 1986, 1989), moral decisions are guided and evaluated by
adopted standards of right or wrong. Drawing on this self-regulatory approach, CQs are sug-
gested to enhance the saliency of different reference standards or norms and consequently
influence decisions in favor of what is perceived as right (Bandura, 2006). Assuming there
exists an objectively right and wrong, we model this such that the respective reference group
always prefers the ethical action 𝐸, implying that 𝑟(𝑖)(𝐸) = 1, 𝑟(𝑖)(𝑈) = 0, and Δ𝑟𝑖(𝑎) = 1.
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Figure 2: The effect of CQs through Moral Agency

Without CQs

With CQs

Δ𝑈(𝑎)

Δ𝑈(𝑎) = 0

Choose 𝐸Choose 𝑈

Δ𝑣𝑗(𝑎) < 0 Δ𝑣𝑖(𝑎) > 0

Δ𝑈(𝑎)
Δ𝑣𝑗(𝑎) +

𝜆𝑗Δ𝑟𝑗(𝑎) > 0
Δ𝑣𝑖(𝑎) +

𝜆𝑖Δ𝑟𝑖(𝑎) > 0

Note. According to moral agency, both individuals shift their net utility towards the ethical action.

This means that choosing the ethical action yields an additional utility gain, shifting Δ𝑈𝑖 to
the right (see Figure 2). Depending on the size of 𝜆(𝑖), as well as the noise 𝜖𝑖, this means that
some individuals change their preferred action from 𝑈 to 𝐸 (blue).

From the visualizationwe can see that this is most likely for individuals with small negative
net utilityΔ𝑣𝑖(𝑎) or large 𝜆𝑖, meaning high concerns for maintaining a positive self-image. This
implication allows us to formulate a first testable hypothesis.

Hypothesis 1. Moral agency predicts, on average, an increase in the likelihood of ethical
decisions irrespective of intuitively held net utilities.

2.2 Motivated moral reasoning

Another possibility to model how individuals’ actions can be influenced through 𝑟(𝑖)(𝑎) is
through the lens of motivated moral reasoning. In economics (Bénabou and Tirole, 2011, 2016)
as well as moral psychology (Ditto et al., 2009; Haidt, 2001; Uhlmann et al., 2009), there is
ample evidence that individuals engage in motivated moral reasoning. Be it through selective
memory (Golman et al., 2017; Zimmermann, 2020), confirmation bias (Charness and Dave,
2017; Nickerson, 1998) or the justification of held intuitions (Gigerenzer, 2008; Weaver et al.,
2014). This angle suggests that individuals do not evaluate their actions objectively through
self-reflection but rather employ biased reasoning to justify an already preferred action.

Within our conceptual framework, we capture this mechanism by making Δ𝑟𝑖(𝑎) endoge-
nous to the decisionmaker. Thus, instead of a normatively fixedΔ𝑟𝑖(𝑎), individuals now justify
their individual valuation (Δ𝑣𝑖(𝑎)) by forming corresponding perceptions about its approval
Δ𝑟𝑖(𝑎). Consider two individuals, 𝑖 and 𝑗 , with different individual valuations, where 𝑖 has a
higher valuation of 𝐸 (Δ𝑣𝑖(𝑎) > 0) and 𝑗 of 𝑈 (Δ𝑣𝑗(𝑎) < 0). Both now engage in motivated
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Figure 3: The effect of CQs through Motivated Moral Reasoning

Without CQs

With CQs

Δ𝑈(𝑎)

Δ𝑈(𝑎) = 0

Choose 𝐸Choose 𝑈

Δ𝑣𝑗(𝑎) < 0 Δ𝑣𝑖(𝑎) > 0

Δ𝑈(𝑎)
Δ𝑣𝑗(𝑎) +

𝜆𝑗Δ𝑟𝑗(𝑎) < 0
Δ𝑣𝑖(𝑎) +

𝜆𝑖Δ𝑟𝑖(𝑎) > 0

Note. According to motivated moral reasoning individuals use CQs to rationalize their individual
valuations and are thus more likely to choose in line with them.

moral reasoning by aligning Δ𝑟𝑖(𝑎) to their individual valuation. This means that i believes
Δ𝑟𝑖(𝑎) to be positive, while 𝑗 believes it to be negative.5

Let us now consider the implications of making Δ𝑟𝑖(𝑎) endogenous. Figure 3 again shows
the net utility of two individuals with different individual evaluations with and without CQs.
For 𝑖, Δ𝑟𝑖(𝑎) is positive, implying that introducing CQs shifts 𝑖’s net utility to the right. How-
ever, as the individual already chose 𝐸 before the introduction of CQs, there is no change in
action. For 𝑗 , by contrast, Δ𝑣𝑗(𝑎) and therefore Δ𝑟𝑗(𝑎) is negative, shifting Δ𝑈𝑗 to the left. This
can lead to a change from 𝐸 to 𝑈 .

The graph thus shows that if individuals engage in motivated moral reasoning, more in-
dividuals act in line with their individual valuation. This results in the following testable
hypothesis

Hypothesis 2. Motivated moral reasoning predicts that individuals reinforce their initially
held net utilities and are more likely to act in line with their individual valuations when being
confronted with CQs.

4 Study 1

To test the effectiveness of CQs and our hypotheses, in Study 1, we place individuals into a
dilemma situation and study the effects of a mere exposure to CQs on ethical decision making.

5As our results do not depend on the existence of costs for motivated moral reasoning, we abstract from them
here to simplify the model.
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1 Design

1.1 Ethical dilemmas

To construct ethical dilemmas for participants, we combine workplace vignettes with financial
incentives. Our vignettes are developed such that study participants take on the role of an em-
ployee facing an ethical dilemma. The participant must then decide between two actions, one
of which we designed to be ethical, and one unethical. In our case, we consider the ethicality
of an action in line with the definition of honesty such that lying, deception or corruption
are unethical. To encompass the fact that such unethical actions in organizations are often
associated with monetary benefits (for example through bonuses, promotions or reputation)
we include a bonus payment of €5 if a participant chooses the unethical action, whereas the
ethical action only yields €1.6 As an example, in one of our vignettes, participants take on the
role of a member of the sales team at a car manufacturer and must decide whether to sell pre-
mium accessories to a customer. Whilst the customer declared explicitly that they would like
the cheapest configuration possible, more premium accessories are still within their budget.
As the salesperson, the participant now faces the choice to either sell the cheapest configu-
ration possible (ethical) or increase their own bonus by selling the more premium package
(unethical).

To capture a range of ethical dilemmas at workplaces, we previously conducted ten expert
interviews and collected survey evidence (N = 1,493), allowing us to develop a taxonomy of
common dilemma types. More extensive details on this taxonomy are provided in Witt et al.
(2024). We distinguish between four dilemma types. First, situations where an unethical ac-
tion directly translates into a financial benefit (self ). Second, situations where an unethical
action has already occurred by mistake and one can now revoke the action (mistake). Third,
situations where another individual (e.g., a manager or colleague) encourages one to act un-
ethically (loyalty) and lastly, a combination of the latter two, where one is asked by another
entity not to revoke an unethical action that happened unintentionally (mistake + loyalty).
Whilst keeping the incentives identical, we systematically vary our vignettes along these four
dimensions to test the effectiveness of CQs in various ethical dilemma types in workplaces. In
total, we developed four workplace scenarios (car accessories, overtime, faulty headlights, en-
vironmental certificates), each in four versions, varying in distinct dilemma type as outlined
above. This results in a total of 16 possible vignettes, combining workplace scenarios and

6Our vignette design follows the literature on dishonesty, where the unethical action (of being dishonest) is
financially beneficial without consequences to other participants (Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi, 2013; Gneezy
et al., 2018, 2013).
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dilemma types. Within the study, each participant randomly faces four distinct combinations
of dilemma types and workplace scenarios (see Table 2).

To increase involvement such that participants can really immerse themselves in the vi-
gnettes, we display vignettes as interactive situations, consisting of short descriptions accom-
panied by speech and thought bubbles. We also ask participants to select an avatar to represent
themselves across all vignettes. Screenshots of all vignettes are provided in Appendix C.

1.2 Contemplation questions

As outlined in Section 1, we identified a total of 723 CQs that appear in organizations.7 From
this pool we select 15 CQs, three for each of the five categories as described in Section 1 and in

Table 1: Overview of all studied Contemplation Questions

Self (1 - 3)
1. “Would I have a bad conscience about the decision?”
2. “Would I like the person I see in the mirror after I have made the decision?”
3. “Am I sure that I will not regret the decision later?”

Peers (4 - 6)
4. “Do my peers accept my decision?”
5. “Would I be proud if my family and friends found out about my decision?”
6. “Would my closest friends advise it?”

Company Policy (7 - 9)
7. “Is my decision in line with our company policy?”
8. “Is my decision in line with our company values?”
9. “Does my behavior reflect the culture of my company?”

Law & Reputation (10 - 12)
10. “Would the behavior be legal?”
11. “Will the reputation of our company be damaged if my decision is made public?”
12. “Would the public approve of my decision if they read about it in the news-

paper?”
Universal Principles (13 - 15)
13. “Do I treat others the way I would like to be treated?”
14. “Do I act honestly and sincerely?”
15. “Could I take responsibility for my decision?”

7Many CQs occur multiple times such as “Is the behavior legal?”. The list of 723 includes duplicates.
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Renerte et al. (2024). The categories differ in the reference group they address and are labeled:
Self, Peers, Company Policy, Law & Reputation and Universal Principles. As these categories
represent all identified CQs, we consider the final 15 CQs to be somewhat representative of all
CQs and allow us to examine possible heterogeneity by categories as well as across individual
CQs. All 15 CQs are presented in Table 1.

Using a between participant design, we assign each participant either to one of the 15
CQs or the control condition, where no CQ is present. Since we found that 78% of companies
present CQs in a list format that does not require active engagement with CQs (for example
through flowcharts), we begin by studying the effectiveness of such a decision aid in an envi-
ronment with low engagement. This means we only show them to participants but nothing
more. In line with the practice observed in firms that most often simply list CQs as moral
primes in codes of conduct, on posters, or in handbooks (Renerte et al., 2024), we present the
CQ before the final decision situation and simply ask participants “to read through the question
before making their final decision.” Since we want to study each CQ individually, we avoid con-
tamination by always assigning a unique (or no) CQ per participant across all four vignette
decisions. Table 2 provides an example of how we combine vignettes and CQs in the study. To
determine the final bonus payments, we randomly select one of the four vignettes at the end of
the study and pay the bonus according to the taken decision (€1 for ethical, €5 for unethical).

Table 2: Example of vignettes and CQ combination

Workplace scenarios
Car Faulty Environmental

Dilemma type accessories Overtime headlights certificates CQ

Self X “Would I have a
bad conscience
about the deci-
sion?”

Mistake X
Loyalty X
Mistake + Loyalty X

Note. The table depicts an example for one participant. In the study, the combination of
dilemma types and workplace scenarios, as well as the CQ was randomized for each partic-
ipant.

2 Procedures

We pre-registered the study (see https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/GK2ER) and received ethical
approval from the University of Zurich. The interfacewas programmed usingQualtrics andwe
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recruited N = 2,208 participants in June 2023 using the panel provider Bilendi.8 We excluded
10% (222) of participants due to slow or fast responding or failing the attention check. In total
this left us with a sample of 1,986 participants for our main analysis.9 As we are interested
in workplace dilemmas, we only recruited German employees aged 18-67. Our final sample
consists of 43% women and 57% men, and none did not declare their gender. The average age
is 49.1 years (median: 51). In addition to our main variable of interest, the share of ethical
actions, we also elicited measures of stress, decision difficulty (both Hanselmann and Tanner,
2008) and decision avoidance (Janis and Mann, 1977) for each decision. In a distinct data
collection two weeks prior to our study, we collected additional demographic information
as well as data on moral identity (Black and Reynolds, 2016), protected values (Gibson et al.,
2013), six personality traits (HEXACO, De Vries, 2013), need for cognition (Beißert et al., 2014),
self-efficacy (Hannah and Avolio, 2010), risk- and social preferences (Falk et al., 2023).10

3 Results

Overall, we find that 66% of participants choose the ethical action. 80% of participants act
ethically in vignettes that only give themselves an additional payoff (self ) whereas only 47%
of participants choose the ethical action in vignettes, where an unethical action had already
been taken and can now be revoked (mistake). In loyalty and mistake + loyalty dilemmas the
share of ethical actions lies in between (71% and 63% respectively). Thus, despite financial
incentives to act unethically without consequences to others, people frequently choose to be
honest, broadly in line with the literature on preferences for truthfulness (Abeler et al., 2019;
Gibson et al., 2013). We also find heterogeneity across vignettes where 78% of participants are
not taking the same action in all vignettes.11 This highlights the importance of context in our
vignettes, since they all have the exact same financial incentives.

Turning to the effectiveness of CQs, on aggregate, 64% of the participants in the control
condition choose the ethical action. Among all participants that were confronted with a CQ
this share is 66%, thus slightly higher but not statistically different on conventional levels (𝑧 =

8See Appendix A, Tables A1 and A2, for a breakdown of participants across treatments, vignettes and dilemma
situations.

9We excluded participants in the slowest and fastest 5th percentile as well as participants indicating that they did
no pay attention during the study. All results also hold when considering the full sample.

10We slightly modified the stress, decision certainty, decision avoidance and self-efficacy scales to better match
our context. All utilized scales can be found in Appendix B

11Whilst we do observe this heterogeneity, we cannot find any evidence of wealth effects or moral licensing.
There are not statistical trends in the data between individuals first and last decisions.
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Figure 4: The effect of CQ categories on ethical decision making
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Note. The control includes all participants that did not see a CQ. Each of the other bar comprises
three CQs corresponding to the respective category.

1.16, 𝑝 = 0.244, based on a probit regression with clustered standard errors).12 Figure 4 presents
this result for each of the five different categories of CQs, showing no systematic differences.

Further decomposing, Table 3 shows effects by individual CQ instead of categories. The
coefficients represent marginal effects from Probit regressions of ethical decisions on CQ-
dummies as treatment indicators.

In each of the four regression models, 93%, or 14 out of 15, CQs do show a positive coef-
ficient, but none is statistically significant at the 5% level (𝑧 < 1.68, 𝑝 > 0.092). Lastly, when
examining other outcome variables such as stress, decision difficulty or decision avoidance we
also find no effects of CQs (𝑡 < 1.33, 𝑝 > 0.185, based on linear regression models, see Appendix
A4). Our results suggest that CQs do not affect ethical decision making when implemented as
moral primes. The effects on ethical decisions as well as other outcome variables are robust
across dilemma types, workplace scenarios and to the inclusion of individual controls.

When looking at demographic characteristics, we find that older participants (𝑧 = 5.55, 𝑝
< 0.001) as well as women (𝑧 = 2.36, 𝑝 = 0.018) are more likely to choose the ethical action.
Moreover, the HEXACO dimension honesty-humility (𝑧 = 1.90, 𝑝 = 0.057) as well as individual
moral identity (z = 4.31, 𝑝 < 0.001) predict ethical actions.13 Considering moral identity as a

12All statistical tests are based on Probit regressions with clustered standard errors, unless specified otherwise.
13Complete regression tables are provided in Appendix A
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Table 3: The effect of individual CQs on ethical decision making

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Self

Bad conscience 0.043 0.045 0.045 0.049
(0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.030)

Mirror 0.035 0.036 0.036 0.041
(0.033) (0.033) (0.033) (0.031)

No regret 0.043 0.044 0.044 0.034
(0.032) (0.031) (0.031) (0.031)

Peers
Personal network 0.019 0.021 0.021 0.021

(0.033) (0.033) (0.033) (0.031)
Family and friends 0.052 0.054 0.054 0.046

(0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.030)
Closest friends 0.002 0.004 0.004 0.012

(0.032) (0.032) (0.032) (0.031)
Company policy

Company guidelines -0.043 -0.042 -0.042 -0.046
(0.033) (0.032) (0.032) (0.032)

Company values 0.027 0.028 0.028 0.039
(0.033) (0.033) (0.033) (0.031)

Company culture 0.011 0.011 0.011 0.023
(0.034) (0.034) (0.034) (0.032)

Law & Reputation
Legal 0.038 0.040 0.040 0.037

(0.032) (0.032) (0.032) (0.031)
Reputation 0.043 0.045 0.045 0.040

(0.033) (0.033) (0.033) (0.032)
Newspaper 0.059 0.061 0.061 0.053

(0.033) (0.032) (0.032) (0.031)
Universal Principles

Others as self 0.020 0.022 0.022 0.018
(0.032) (0.032) (0.032) (0.031)

Honesty and integrity 0.017 0.018 0.018 0.018
(0.033) (0.033) (0.033) (0.032)

Accountable 0.025 0.027 0.027 0.031
(0.032) (0.032) (0.032) (0.031)

Clustered individual SEs X X X X
Workplace scenario FEs X X X
Dilemma type FEs X X
Individual controls X
Observations 7944 7944 7944 7944
Clusters (Individuals) 1,986 1,986 1,986 1,986
Pseudo R2 0.00 0.06 0.06 0.09
Note. We present marginal effects of individual CQs from two distinct probit regressions, one for the
sample with high (blue) and one for low moral identity (red). Coefficients capture the effect relative
to the control condition (Wave 1) in the absence of CQs. We include situation and vignette fixed
effects, as well as additional demographic controls. Regression results are presented in Appendix A6
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proxy for individual valuations, Δ𝑣𝑖(𝑎), our findings are in line with the conceptual framework.
Both possible mechanisms, moral agency as well as motivated moral reasoning , predict that
an internal moral compass (e.g. proxied by moral identity) predicts ethical decision making in
general.

Implication 1. The mere exposure to CQs, for example in codes of conduct, on posters, or in
handbooks does not affect ethical decision-making.

Overall, in Study 1, we tested a fairly weak engagement with CQs – namely, mere exposure
to CQs – to explore the lower bound of their effectiveness. We find that without engagement
CQs are not sufficient to affect behavior. Seen from the vantage point of our conceptual frame-
work, mere exposure to CQs does not increase the saliency of the reference group sufficiently,
i.e. 𝜆𝑖 is too small to activate one of the two mechanisms outlined above. To address this lack
of saliency, we conducted another study, where we increase the engagement with CQs and
thus the scope for saliency.

5 Study 2

1 Design

In this study, instead of simply presenting participants with a CQ, we now enforce active en-
gagement by asking participants to answer the CQ before making their final decision. Renerte
et al. (2024) find that 22% of companies provide CQs as flowcharts or checklists, which en-
courage employees to actively answer a question before moving to the next question. Our
second study captures this use of CQs. More specifically, we ask participants to name which
action (ethical or unethical) best fits a specific CQ, e.g., “for which action would you have a bad
conscience after you made the decision?”.

In addition to the active engagement, we now focus on a single CQ per category, as we
did not detect substantive differences of individual CQs within categories (𝜒 2 < 1.42, 𝑝 > 0.234
for all positive coefficients in Table 3). We select the CQ with the largest effect size in each
category based on the marginal coefficients depicted in Table 3, column 4 (indicated in bold
in Table 1). In addition, to testing these five CQs individually, we also include one treatment
arm in which all five CQs are shown simultaneously.

Further, in Study 2 we move from a between-participant design to a within-participant
set-up, administered across two waves. This way we can study individual decisions in control
as well as treatment conditions, allowing us to examine switches and gain more insight into

15



the role of personality traits. In Wave 1 all participants are part of the control condition and
make four decisions in the absence of CQs. Two weeks later, in Wave 2, they then make
another four decisions, being allocated to either one of the five single CQs or all five CQs
simultaneously. Across both waves, we use eight vignettes from Study 1 and split these into
two sets of four parallel vignettes. Each set includes four distinct workplace scenarios with
four different dilemma types. Participants were then randomly presented with one set inWave
1 and the other set inWave 2. In the analysis we then match vignettes based on dilemma types
across waves.14

2 Procedures

We pre-registered this study (https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/G3EWA) and received ethical
approval from the University of Zurich.15 We used Qualtrics for programming. Following the
same inclusion criteria of Study 1, we recruited N = 1,646 participants in December 2023 from
the Bilendi panel across both waves with around two weeks between waves. We excluded 20%
(324) participants due to fast or slow responses in at least one of the waves or because of failed
attention checks, leaving us with N = 1,322 participants.16 The final sample composition is
similar to Study 1 with slightly more women (52%) than men (48%). Again, everyone declared
their gender. The average age is 45.5 (median: 46). Additionally, since in Study 1 we saw a
strong inter-item correlation (Cronbach’s 𝛼 = 0.93) between our measures of stress, decision
difficulty and decision avoidance, we now collapsed them into one scale with five items, which
we refer to as ‘decision confidence’ and administered at the end of each wave.17 In addition,
since we were interested whether CQs affect the level of moral disengagement, we adminis-
tered a state-moral disengagement scale after each wave (Barsky, 2011). Again, we collected
demographic information as well as data on moral identity (Black and Reynolds, 2016), six
personality traits (HEXACO, De Vries, 2013), risk - (Falk et al., 2023) and social preferences
(Murphy et al., 2011) as well as emotional state (PANAS, Krohne et al., 1996) in a separate
third wave between three to six weeks after Wave 2.

14The vignettes assigned to the two sets are provided in Appendix C We also provide a description why we
selected the vignettes and scenarios for Study 2.

15As specified in the pre-registration, we also tested positive and negative framing of CQs. However, since we
cannot find differential effects of the frames, we pool our data across both frames.

16Again, our results do not change qualitatively when including the entire sample.
17The new scale with the four items is provided in Appendix B
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3 Results

Despite increasing engagement and encouraging participants to introspect using CQs, we
replicate the results from Study 1 and find no statistically significant effect of CQs on the share
of ethical decisions (𝑧 = -1.39, 𝑝 = 0.166, based on a Probit regression with clustered standard
errors). Due to the more active engagement, we now consider saliency to be sufficient, i.e. a
larger. This result goes against our hypothesis regarding moral agency and suggests that on
average individuals do not shift their net utilities in favor of the ethical action, 𝐸.

However, depending on the distribution of net utilities in our sample this null effect can still
be a consequence of motivated moral reasoning.18 To test this more thoroughly, we rely on our
evidence from Study 1 and utilize moral identity as a proxy for an individual’s moral compass

(Δ𝑣𝑖(𝑎)). Moral identity is a widely established concept in the psychological literature (Aquino
and Reed II, 2002; Reed II and Aquino, 2003) that, as in Study 1, has frequently been shown
to predict individual moral behavior (see e.g. Hardy et al., 2013; Hertz and Krettenauer, 2016;
Winterich et al., 2013). This is also the case in Study 2, where moral identity is a strong and
statistically significant predictor of ethical decision-making (𝑧 = 4.45, 𝑝 < 0.001, see Appendix
A5). More importantly, we find that moral identity serves as a moderator in the effectiveness
of CQs (𝑧 = 4.86, 𝑝 < 0.001 on the interaction, see Appendix A5).

Figure 5 presents the share of ethical actions with and without CQs split for low and high
moral identity (based on a median split). First, in line with the concept of a moral compass in
the absence of CQs, participants with a high moral identity choose the ethical action 6pp more
often than those with low moral identity (𝑧 = 4.96, 𝑝 < 0.001). In addition, when we split the
sample by moral identity (median split), we observe heterogenous effects of CQs, where for
individuals with low moral identity (left), CQs significantly reduce the likelihood of choosing
the ethical action (Appendix A5, 𝑧 = -4.15, 𝑝 < 0.000), whereas for individuals with high moral
identity (right) there is a positive and significant (Appendix A5, 𝑧 = 2.46, 𝑝 = 0.014), effect of
CQs on ethical decisions. These results are in line with motivated moral reasoning as they
indicate a ‘boomerang’ effect of CQs for individuals with low moral identity and amplify the
difference between people with low and high moral identity.

Including moral identity as a moderator, we next examine different categories of CQs (see
regression results in Appendix A6). In Figure 6 we see that the differential effects described
above are indeed driven mainly by CQs referring to the Self and Peers, which could be con-

18If net utilities are for example bimodally distributed and there are no individuals where the decision error passes
the indifferent point, motivated moral reasoning should lead to stronger net utilities, but not affect the share of
individuals choosing 𝐸 or 𝑈 .
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Figure 5: Aggregate effects of CQs across moral identity
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Note. The control consists of decisions in Wave 1 (gray bar), where participants did not see a CQ.
In the CQ present bar (blue), we aggregate all participants that were in one of the six CQ treatment
conditions. On the left we compare participants with low moral identity, on the right individuals
with high moral identity based on a median split. Regression results are presented in Appendix A5.

sidered more relevant for an individual’s identity (Aquino and Reed II, 2002; Tajfel, 1979).
Within our study, the unintended consequences of CQs for individuals with low moral

identity are stronger than the beneficial effects for individuals with high moral identity. For
example, our results suggest that on average, for individuals with low moral identity, the Self
CQ reduces the share of ethical actions by 11pp, whilst it increases by 7pp for individuals with
high moral identity. Even more strikingly, CQs addressing Universal Principles only show a
significant negative effect on the share of ethical actions for individuals with low moral iden-
tity, without any significant positive effects on those with high moral identity. This suggests
that using CQs in practice might backfire overall and promote unethical behavior.

Our findings are in line with motivated moral reasoning (see H2), where individual moral
valuations (𝑣𝑖(𝑎)) are strengthened through the interaction with CQs. This leads to a separa-
tion between individuals with low and high moral identity and our second main result and
implication.

Implication 2. Active engagement with CQs can lead to unintended ‘boomerang’ effects for
individuals with low moral identity.
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Figure 6: Moral identity moderates the effectiveness of CQs
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Note. We present marginal effects of individual CQs from two distinct probit regressions, one for the
sample with high (blue) and one for low moral identity (red). Coefficients capture the effect relative
to the control condition (Wave 1) in the absence of CQs. We include situation and vignette fixed
effects, as well as additional demographic controls. Regression results are presented in Appendix
A6.

Finally, we also test what happens if we present five CQs simultaneously. Why would
the effect of five CQs differ from that of a single CQ? We do not model multiple CQs in our
conceptual framework above, but it is plausible that there is a psychological cost associated
with respect to motivated moral reasoning (Ditto and Lopez, 1992; von Hippel and Trivers,
2011). Thus, individuals might be able to justify unethical actions with respect to one refer-
ence group but fail to do so with respect to multiple. This could result in more individuals
choosing the ethical action E. In addition, being confronted with five CQs most certainly in-
creases the saliency even further and can thus be considered a larger stimulus than a single
CQ. We present the results of this treatment in the last row of Figure 6. We now observe a
statistically significant effect of multiple CQs on the share of ethical actions among individuals
with high moral identity (𝑧 = 2.02, 𝑝 = 0.043, see Appendix A6) but do no longer a significant
a ‘boomerang’ effect for individuals with low moral identity (𝑧 = 0.14, 𝑝 = 0.891, see Appendix
A6. These results are robust to order effects in the presentation of the five CQs.

Implication 3. Multiple CQs can mitigate the negative effects of CQs but do not consistently
promote ethical decision making.
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Overall, our results are in line with motivated moral reasoning. However, in practice
it is reasonable to assume that some participants will engage in motivated moral reasoning
whereas others act in line with moral agency. Whilst our design does not allow to disentangle
mechanisms for all participants, we are able to decompose individual types in some cases by
examining individual switches between both waves. In most cases (63%) participants do not
change their behavior between waves. Since these participants are consistent in their choices,
we are unable to say more about the mechanisms of CQs. Moreover, since both moral agency
and motivated moral reasoning, suggest a stronger inclination towards ethical actions for the
high moral identity group, Δ𝑣𝑖(𝑎) > 0, we also cannot differentiate between mechanisms here
(17% of cases).

However, for the remaining participants with low moral identity that switch actions (19%)
we can decompose their actions. Figure 7 illustrates our decomposition exercise with an exam-
ple. Consider two individuals (red and blue) with identical net utilities, both initially favoring
the unethical action (low moral identity). Due to differences in their decision error, 𝜖𝑖, individ-
ual red chooses the unethical action whilst individual blue chooses the ethical one in absence
of CQs (Wave 1). Once confronted with CQs in Wave 2, suppose blue engages in motivated
moral reasoning. This shifts their net utility to the left and they switch actions from ethical
to unethical. On the contrary, red acts in line with moral agency and therefore shifts their net
utility to the right and switches from the unethical to the ethical action. Thus, for participants
that switch behavior and have low moral identity, we can differentiate between the two un-
derlying mechanisms as follows: If an individual changes from 𝐸 to 𝑈 , this behavior is in line
with motivated moral reasoning. If, by contrast, an individual changes from 𝑈 to 𝐸 it is in line
with moral agency.

Using this definition, we find that among the 1,019 cases (19%) where low moral iden-

Figure 7: Conceptual decomposition of individual types
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Note. The figure depicts two examples for the intuitive net utility of two individuals 𝑖 (red), and 𝑗
(blue). Individual 𝑖 has Δ𝑈𝑖(𝑎) > 0 (red) and j has Δ𝑈𝑖(𝑎) < 0 (blue).
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Figure 8: Decomposition results
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Note. The figure depicts two examples for the intuitive net utility of two individuals 𝑖 (red), and 𝑗
(blue). Individual 𝑖 has Δ𝑈𝑖(𝑎) > 0 (red) and j has Δ𝑈𝑖(𝑎) < 0 (blue).

tity participants switched actions, 592 switches (58%) can be explained by motivated moral
reasoning and 427 (42%) by moral agency. Figure 8 visualizes the switching behavior and de-
composition across the whole sample. Thus, whilst we observe more behavior in line with
motivated moral reasoning than moral agency, the decomposition suggests substantial levels
of heterogeneity between individuals.

6 Discussion and concluding remarks

Organizations frequently utilize CQs (Contemplation Questions) in an attempt to foster ethical
decision-making and encourage employees to reflect on their actions. Presumably, they partic-
ularly target ’bad apples’—those (unknown) employees with a higher propensity for unethical
behavior. However, our results indicate that CQs may inadvertently cause ’boomerang’ effects
for this group. Individuals with lowermoral identities tend to use their interaction with CQs to
justify their unethical preferences, increasing the likelihood of them acting unethically. While
some CQs have positive effects on individuals with high moral identities, overall, the unin-
tended consequences seem to be more significant. This aligns with the concept of motivated
moral reasoning, where individuals rationalize their initial moral choices.

Our study has some limitations as we use stylized vignettes to capture ethical dilemmas.
Studying the effectiveness of CQs within organizations would be the gold standard, but ethical
dilemmas and unethical actions are often not observable until they lead to a scandal. Our
experimental setup allows us to ’peek behind the curtain’ and examine situations that are
difficult to observe within firms.

Lastly, our findings have significant implications for practitioners as they underscore the
importance of testing decision aids and other behavioral interventions before their implemen-
tation. The initially outlined prominence of CQs is especially striking given our results and
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suggests that firms often adopt "copy and paste" approaches to new initiatives, driven by the
fear of falling behind their competitors (Taylor, 2024). Our study exemplifies why it is crucial
to not only carefully design behavioral interventions but also test them rigorously.
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A Additional analyses

Table A1: Study 1 - Overview of observations per vignette and situation

Vignette
Situation Accessories Work hours Headlights Env. Certificates

Self 476 510 465 535
Mistake 509 454 521 502
Loyalty 509 519 526 432
Mistake + Loyalty 492 503 474 517

Total 1,986 1,986 1,986 1,986

Note: The numbers in each cell represent the number of answers per vignette x situation combination.

Table A2: Study 1 - Overview of observations per vignette and situation

Control No CQ
500

Self Bad conscience Mirror No regret
508 480 496

Peers Personal network Family and friends Close friends
476 496 520

Company Policy Guidelines Values Culture
496 504 496

Law & Reputation Legal Reputation Newspaper
484 504 472

Universal Principles Others as self Honesty Accountable
512 504 496

Note: The numbers in each cell represent the number of answers per vignette x situation combination.
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Table A3: Study 1 - Aggregate result of CQs

(1) (2) (3) (4)
CQ present 0.026 0.026 0.027 0.028

(0.024) (0.024) (0.024) (0.024)
Hours worked 0.075*** 0.069*** 0.069***

(0.015) (0.014) (0.014)
Quality of headlights 0.063*** 0.066*** 0.066***

(0.015) (0.014) (0.014)
Environmental certificates 0.034* 0.033* 0.033*

(0.015) (0.014) (0.014)
Mistake -0.345*** -0.345***

(0.014) (0.014)
Loyalty -0.093*** -0.093***

(0.012) (0.012)
Mistake + Loyalty -0.174*** -0.174***

(0.013) (0.013)
Age 0.003***

(0.001)
Female 0.026*

(0.012)
Prosociality 0.003

(0.004)
Moral identity 0.058***

(0.013)
Protected values (direct) 0.011

(0.013)
Protected values (indirect) 0.010

(0.006)
Self-efficacy 0.002

(0.008)
Need for cognition 0.016*

(0.006)
Honesty humility 0.019

(0.010)
Emotionality 0.007

(0.009)
Extraversion -0.007

(0.009)
Agreeableness 0.010

(0.010)
Conscientiousness -0.004

(0.010)
Openness to experiences -0.013

(0.009)
Risk 0.001

(0.003)
Observations 7,944 7,944 7,944 7,944
Clustered SEs X X X X
Pseudo R2 0.00 0.06 0.00 0.08
Note: All models present marginal effects of a Probit regression model. Individual controls include age, gender,
social preferences, moral identity, protected values, self-efficacy, need for cognition, HEXACO traits and risk

preferences as controls. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Table A4: Study 1 - Effect of CQs on stress, decision difficulty and decision avoidance

Stress Decision Difficulty Decision Avoidance
CQ present 0.113 0.137 -0.002

(0.099) (0.103) (0.109)
Hours worked -0.123** -0.204*** -0.234***

(0.039) (0.043) (0.041)
Quality of headlights 0.247*** 0.116** 0.374***

(0.038) (0.041) (0.041)
Environmental certificates 0.195*** 0.121** 0.392***

(0.037) (0.040) (0.039)
Age -0.004 -0.003 -0.007**

(0.002) (0.002) (0.003)
Female 0.203*** 0.093 0.195**

(0.058) (0.057) (0.060)
Prosociality 0.031 0.025 0.033

(0.019) (0.019) (0.019)
Moral identity -0.132 -0.215** -0.188*

(0.072) (0.073) (0.075)
Protected values (direct) 0.100 -0.033 0.043

(0.065) (0.065) (0.068)
Protected values (indirect) -0.063* -0.065* -0.052

(0.031) (0.031) (0.032)
Self-efficacy -0.256*** -0.207*** -0.261***

(0.044) (0.044) (0.045)
Need for cognition -0.064* -0.080** -0.099**

(0.031) (0.030) (0.032)
Honesty humility -0.137** -0.128* -0.074

(0.052) (0.053) (0.055)
Emotionality 0.267*** 0.196*** 0.220***

(0.044) (0.043) (0.046)
Extraversion -0.152** -0.073 -0.097

(0.049) (0.048) (0.050)
Agreeableness 0.074 0.085 0.090

(0.049) (0.050) (0.052)
Conscientiousness -0.096* -0.081 -0.160**

(0.049) (0.049) (0.050)
Openness to experiences 0.167*** 0.114** 0.125**

(0.044) (0.044) (0.046)
Risk 0.011 0.011 -0.011

(0.012) (0.013) (0.013)
Constant 4.270*** 5.135*** 5.378***

(0.390) (0.402) (0.411)
Observations 7,944 7,944 7,944
Clustered SEs X X X
R2 0.10 0.08 0.11
Note: All models present linear regression model. Individual controls include age, gender, SVO, moral identity,

HEXACO traits and risk preferences as controls. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Table A5: Study 2 - Moral identity as a moderator

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Moral
Identity

Interaction High Moral
Identity

Low Moral
Identity

CQ present -1.121*** 0.037* -0.067***
(0.225) (0.015) (0.016)

Moral identity 0.073*** 0.097
(0.016) (0.058)

Moral identity × CQ present 0.267***
(0.055)

Mistake -0.017 -0.058 -0.035* -0.000
(0.013) (0.043) (0.017) (0.019)

Loyalty -0.050*** -0.160*** -0.064*** -0.035
(0.015) (0.048) (0.019) (0.022)

Mistake + Loyalty -0.092*** -0.289*** -0.093*** -0.089***
(0.013) (0.042) (0.017) (0.020)

Hours worked 0.046** 0.138* 0.085*** 0.010
(0.018) (0.053) (0.024) (0.026)

Quality of headlights 0.085*** 0.262*** 0.090*** 0.081***
(0.015) (0.045) (0.020) (0.021)

Environmental certificates 0.095*** 0.295*** 0.109*** 0.084***
(0.015) (0.047) (0.021) (0.022)

Observations 8,880 8,880 4,264 4,616
Clustered individual SEs X X X X
Vignette FEs X X X X
Dilemma FEs X X X X
Individual controls X X X X
Pseudo R2 0.05 0.06 0.05 0.04

Note: Models (1), (3) and (4) present marginal effects of a Probit regression model. Model (2) represents standard
coefficients of a Probit regression model due to the interaction term. Individual controls include age, gender,
SVO, moral identity, HEXACO traits and risk preferences as controls. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Table A6: Study 2 – Effects of categories by high and low moral identity

High Moral Identity Low Moral Identity
Self 0.069* -0.112**

(0.029) (0.036)
Peers 0.067** -0.071*

(0.026) (0.031)
Company policy -0.009 -0.099**

(0.032) (0.032)
Law & Reputation 0.004 -0.018

(0.032) (0.034)
Universal Principles 0.035 -0.094*

(0.032) (0.038)
Multiple CQs 0.055* 0.005

(0.027) (0.034)
Hours worked 0.069*** 0.069***

(0.014) (0.014)
Quality of headlights 0.066*** 0.066***

(0.014) (0.014)
Environmental certificates 0.033* 0.033*

(0.014) (0.014)
Mistake -0.345*** -0.345***

(0.014) (0.014)
Loyalty -0.093*** -0.093***

(0.012) (0.012)
Mistake + Loyalty -0.174*** -0.174***

(0.013) (0.013)
Observations 7,944 7,944
Clustered individual SEs X X
Vignette FEs X X
Dilemma FEs X X
Individual controls X X
Pseudo R2 0.00 0.08
Note: All models present marginal effects of a Probit regression model. Individual controls include age, gender,

SVO, moral identity, HEXACO traits and risk preferences as controls. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

6



B Overview of Scales and Questionnaires

1 Study1

Integrated within Main Study

Decision Difficulty (Hanselmann & Tanner, 2008)

Bitte denken Sie nun an die Entscheidung, die Sie am Ende der Situation getroffen haben. In
welchem Maße treffen aus Ihrer Sicht folgende Merkmale zu? (7-Punkt Likert-Skala, 1 – Trifft
gar nicht zu; 7 – Trifft sehr zu)

1. Mir ist die Entscheidung schwergefallen.
2. Bei dieser Entscheidung war ich mir sehr unsicher.
3. Ich habe lange gebraucht, um eine Entscheidung zu treffen.

Decision Stress (Hanselmann & Tanner, 2008)

Bitte denken Sie nun an die Entscheidung, die Sie am Ende der Situation getroffen haben. In
welchem Maße treffen aus Ihrer Sicht folgende Merkmale zu? (7-Punkt Likert-Skala, 1 – Trifft
gar nicht zu; 7 – Trifft sehr zu)

1. Diese Entscheidung hat mich gestresst.
2. Diese Entscheidung empfand ich als belastend.
3. Bei dieser Entscheidung fühlte ich mich überfordert.

Decision Avoidance (angelehnt an Mann & Janis, 1997)

Bitte denken Sie nun an die Entscheidung, die Sie am Ende der Situation getroffen haben. In
welchem Maße treffen aus Ihrer Sicht folgende Merkmale zu? (7-Punkt Likert-Skala, 1 – Trifft
gar nicht zu; 7 – Trifft sehr zu)

1. Ich hätte die Entscheidung lieber vermieden.
2. Ich hätte die Entscheidung lieber anderen überlassen.
3. Ich hätte die Entscheidung lieber aufgeschoben.

Separate Questionnaire to Elicit Personality Traits

Moral Identity (Black & Reynolds, 2016)

Bitte geben Sie für alle aufgeführten Aussagen an, inwiefern Siemit jeder zustimmen. (5-Punkt
Likert-Skala, 1 - Stimme gar nicht zu; 5 - Stimme sehr zu)
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1. Ich bemühe mich in den meisten Dingen, die ich tue, ehrlich zu sein.
2. Andere Menschen nicht zu verletzen ist eine der Regeln, nach denen ich lebe.
3. Es ist wichtig für mich, andere Menschen fair zu behandeln.
4. Ich möchte, dass andere Menschen wissen, dass sie sich auf mich verlassen können.
5. Ich handle immer so, dass ich anderen Menschen am meisten nütze und am wenigsten

schade.
6. Wenn eine Handlung einer anderen Person schaden würde, versuche ich sie zu vermei-

den, auch wenn es niemand erfahren würde.
7. Eines der wichtigsten Dinge im Leben ist es, das zu tun, von dem man weiß, dass es

richtig ist.
8. Wenn ich mir einmal überlegt habe, was das Richtige ist, sorge ich dafür, dass ich es tue.
9. Solange ich mich entschließe, etwas zu tun, das mir hilft, macht es nicht viel aus, wenn

andere Menschen geschädigt werden.
10. Es ist in Ordnung, etwas zu tun, von dem man weiß, dass es falsch ist, wenn die Beloh-

nung dafür groß ist.

Falk Survey Questions (Falk et al., 2022)

Risk

Allgemeine Einschätzung: Wie schätzen Sie sich persönlich ein? Sind Sie im Allgemeinen
ein risikobereiter Mensch oder versuchen Sie, Risiken zu vermeiden? (Likert-Skala 0 bis 10: 0
= gar nicht risikobereit, 10 = sehr risikobereit)

Risk (Gneezy & Potter)

Stellen Sie sich vor, Sie erhalten von uns 80 Euro. Von diesem Geld können Sie einen Betrag in
eine Lotterie einsetzen. Bei der Lotterie haben Sie eine Gewinnwahrscheinlichkeit von 50%.

Wie erfolgt die Auszahlung?

• Sie würfeln. Würfeln Sie eine vier oder höher, so gewinnen Sie. Der Betrag, den Sie in die
Lotterie eingesetzt haben, wird mit 2.5 multipliziert und Ihnen ausbezahlt. Würfeln Sie
eine drei oder tiefer, so verlieren Sie Ihren Einsatz. Den Betrag, den Sie nicht eingesetzt
haben, dürfen Sie in jedem Fall behalten.

Welchen Betrag möchten Sie einsetzen?
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Table B7: Mögliche Auszahlungen

Ihr Einsatz Wurf: 1, 2, 3 Wurf: 4, 5, 6

0 Euro 80 80
10 Euro 70 95
20 Euro 60 110
30 Euro 50 125
40 Euro 40 140
50 Euro 30 155
60 Euro 20 170
70 Euro 10 185
80 Euro 0 200

Altruism

Wie schätzen Sie Ihre Bereitschaft ein, mit anderen zu teilen, ohne dafür eine Gegenleistung
zu erwarten, wenn es um gemeinnützige Zwecke geht? (Likert-Skala 0 bis 10: 0 = gar nicht
bereit, 10 = sehr bereit)

Trust

Wie schätzen Sie sich persönlich ein? "Wenn ich nicht anderweitig überzeugt bin, gehe ich
davon aus, dassMenschen die bestenAbsichten verfolgen." (Likert-Skala 0 bis 10: 0 = beschreibt
mich gar nicht, 10 = beschreibt mich sehr)

Positive Reciprocity

Wie schätzen Sie sich persönlich ein? "Wenn mir jemand einen Gefallen tut, bin ich bereit,
ihn zu erwidern." (Likert-Skala 0 bis 10: 0 = gar nicht bereit, 10 = sehr bereit)

Selbstwirksamkeit (Hannah & Avolio, 2013)

Ich bin zuversichtlich, dass ich...
1. ...einen Fehler zugeben kann.
2. ...mich anderen widersetzen kann, die von mir etwas Unmoralisches verlangen.
3. ...mich nicht vom richtigen Pfad abbringen lasse.
4. ...mit schwierigen Situationen kompetent umgehen kann.
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Protected Values (Gibson et al., 2013)

Bewertung von Managerentscheidungen

Geschäftsführer haben aufgrund ihrer gewinnabhängigen Bezahlung den Anreiz, Informa-
tionen bei öffentlichen Reports zu verändern. Was halten Sie davon, wenn Manager Un-
ternehmensinformationen in Reports zu ihren Gunsten verändern? Bitte wählen Sie die für
Sie zutreffende Ausprägung aus. (7-Punkt Likert-Skala, 1 – gar nicht unmoralisch; 7 – sehr
unmoralisch)

1. Unmoralisch
2. Lobenswert
3. Beschämend
4. Empörend
5. Akzeptabel

Wert Ehrlichkeit in dieser Situation

Geschäftsführer haben aufgrund ihrer gewinnabhängigen Bezahlung den Anreiz, Informatio-
nen bei öffentlichen Reports zu verändern. Einige sehen darin eine Verletzung des Ehrlichkeit-
sprinzips, andere sehen darin die Wahrung persönlicher Interessen. Wie denken Sie über den
Wert Ehrlichkeit in einer solchen Situation?

Beim Wert "Ehrlichkeit"... (7-Punkt Likert-Skala, 1 – stimme gar nicht zu; 7 – stimme sehr
zu)

1. ... geht es um etwas, das man nicht opfern sollte, egal wie hoch der (finanzielle oder
sonstige) Nutzen ist.

2. ... geht es um etwas, das man nicht mit einem Geldwert beziffern kann.
3. ... finde ich es richtig, Kosten-Nutzen-Abwägungen zu machen.
4. ... kann ich flexibel sein, wenn es die Situation verlangt.
5. ... geht es um Dinge oder Werte, die unantastbar sind.

HEXACO (de Vries, 2013)

Bitte geben Sie an, inwiefern Sie den folgenden Aussagen zustimmen. (5-Punkt Likert-Skala,
1 = stimme gar nicht zu; 5 = stimme sehr zu)

1. Ich kann mir lange ein Gemälde anschauen.
2. Ich sorge dafür, dass Dinge immer an dem richtigen Ort sind.
3. Ich bleibe unfreundlich gegenüber jemandem, der gemein zu mir war.
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4. Niemand möchte mit mir sprechen.
5. Ich habe Angst, Schmerz zu spüren.
6. Ich finde es schwierig, zu lügen.
7. Ich finde die Wissenschaft langweilig.
8. Ich schiebe komplizierte Aufgaben so lange wie möglich auf.
9. Ich kritisiere oft.
10. Ich stelle leicht Kontakt mit Fremden her.
11. Ich sorge mich weniger als andere.
12. Ich würde gerne wissen, wie ich auf unehrliche Weise viel Geld verdienen kann.
13. Ich habe viel Fantasie.
14. Ich arbeite sehr genau.
15. Ich stimme anderen schnell zu.
16. Ich spreche gerne mit anderen.
17. Ich komme gut alleine zurecht, um Schwierigkeiten zu überwinden.
18. Ich möchte berühmt sein.
19. Ich mag Menschen mit seltsamen Ideen.
20. Ich mache oft Dinge, ohne wirklich nachzudenken.
21. Auch wenn ich schlecht behandelt werde, bleibe ich ruhig.
22. Ich bin selten aufgeweckt.
23. Ich weine bei traurigen oder romantischen Filmen.
24. Ich habe Anspruch auf eine Spezialbehandlung.

Need for Cognition (Beißert et al., 2014)

Die folgenden Aussagen können mehr oder weniger auf Sie zutreffen. Bitte geben Sie bei jeder
Aussage an, inwieweit diese im Allgemeinen auf Sie persönlich zutrifft. (7-Punkt Likert-Skala,
1 – trifft überhaupt nicht zu; 7 – trifft voll und ganz zu)

1. Es genügt mir einfach, die Antwort zu kennen, ohne die Gründe für die Antwort eines
Problems zu verstehen.

2. Ich habe es gern, wenn mein Leben voller kniffliger Aufgaben ist, die ich lösen muss.
3. Ich würde kompliziertere Probleme einfachen Problemen vorziehen.
4. In erster Linie denke ich, weil ich muss.
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2 Study 2

Integrated within Main Study

Decision Confidence (Kombination aus 3 Skalen in Study 1)

Bitte denken Sie nun an die Entscheidung, die Sie am Ende der Situation getroffen haben. In
welchem Maße treffen aus Ihrer Sicht folgende Merkmale zu? (5-Punkt Likert-Skala, 1 – Trifft
gar nicht zu; 7 – Trifft sehr zu)

1. Ich bin zuversichtlich, dass ich die richtige Entscheidung getroffen habe.
2. Ich fühle mich solchen Situationen gewachsen.
3. Ich hätte die Entscheidung lieber anderen überlassen.
4. Diese Entscheidung fühlt sich richtig an.
5. Diese Entscheidung empfand ich als belastend.

Emotions (Krohne et al., 1996 - PANAS)

Bitte denken Sie nun an die Entscheidung, die Sie am Ende der letzten Situation getroffen
haben. Wie haben Sie sich danach gefühlt?

1. Schuldig
2. Nervös
3. Beschämt
4. Bekümmert
5. Durcheinander
6. Stolz
7. Stark
8. Entschlossen
9. Begeistert
10. Freudig erregt

Moral Disengagement (based on Barksy, 2011)

Bitte denken Sie nun an die Entscheidung, die Sie am Ende der letzten Situation getroffen
haben. Inwiefern treffen folgende Aussagen auf Sie zu?

1. Wenn es Mitarbeiter:innen hilft, ihre Arbeit zu erledigen, ist es in Ordnung, andere zu
täuschen.

2. Es ist in Ordnung, die Wahrheit zu dehnen, um das Unternehmen zu schützen.
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3. Wenn ein:e Mitarbeiter:in dieWahrheit dehnenmuss, um seine/ihre Arbeit zu erledigen,
kann ihm/ihr nicht vorgeworfen werden, dass er/sie lügt.

4. Mitarbeiter:innen können nicht für ein Fehlverhalten verantwortlich gemacht werden,
wenn sie das Gefühl haben, dass sie von anderen dazu gedrängt wurden, es zu tun.

5. Mitarbeiter:innen können nicht beschuldigt werden, die Wahrheit zu übertreiben, wenn
alle anderen Mitarbeiter:innen dies tun.

Separate Questionnaire to Elicit Personality Traits

Regulatory Focus (Crowe & Higgins, 2001)

In dieser Reihe von Fragen werden Sie zu bestimmten Ereignissen in Ihrem Leben befragt.
(5-Punkt Likert-Skala, 1 – nie oder selten; 5 – sehr häufig)

1. Sind Sie im Vergleich mit den meisten Menschen normalerweise nicht in der Lage, im
Leben das zu erreichen, was Sie sich wünschen?

2. Haben Sie in Ihrer Kindheit jemals “Grenzen überschritten”, indem Sie Dinge getan
haben, die Ihre Eltern nicht duldeten?

3. Wie oft wurden Sie durch das Erreichen von Zielen dazu angespornt, noch härter zu
arbeiten?

4. Sind Sie Ihren Eltern während Ihrer Kindheit häufig auf die Nerven gegangen?
5. Wie häufig haben Sie Regeln und Vorschriften Ihrer Eltern befolgt?
6. Haben Sie als Kind je ein Verhalten gezeigt, das Ihre Eltern verwerflich fanden?
7. Haben Sie häufig Erfolg bei verschiedenen Sachen, die Sie ausprobieren?
8. Ich bin schon manchmal in Schwierigkeiten geraten, weil ich nicht vorsichtig genug

war.
9. Wenn ich Ziele erreichen will, die mir wichtig sind, sind meine Leistungen häufig nicht

so gut, wie ich es gerne möchte.
10. Ich habe den Eindruck, dass ich Fortschritte gemacht habe, was meinen persönlichen

Erfolg im Leben angeht.
11. Ich habe sehr wenige Hobbys oder Interessen, für die ich mich begeistern kann oder die

mich dazu motivieren, mich für sie anzustrengen.

Moral Identity (Black & Reynolds, 2016)

As in Study 1
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Falk Risk (Falk et al., 2022)

As in Study 1

Social Value Orientation (Murphy et al., 2011)

Stellen Sie sich bei dieser Aufgabe vor, dass Sie zufällig mit einer anderen Person gepaart
wurden, die wir als die andere Person bezeichnenwerden. Diese andere Person ist jemand, den
Sie nicht kennen und bleibt für beide Seiten anonym. Alle Ihre Entscheidungen sind ebenfalls
anonym. Sie werden eine Reihe von hypothetischen Entscheidungen über die Aufteilung von
Euros zwischen Ihnen und dieser anderen Person treffen.

Bitte geben Sie für jede der folgenden Fragen dieAufteilung an, die Sie ammeisten bevorzu-
gen. Es gibt keine richtigen oder falschenAntworten, hier geht es nur umpersönliche Präferen-
zen.

Table B8: Geldverteilungen zwischen Ihnen und der anderen Person

Sie erhalten Andere:r erhält

85 85
85 76
85 68
85 59
85 50
85 41
85 33
85 24
85 15

HEXACO (de Vries, 2013)

As in Study 1

Moral Motivation (Krettenauer & Casey, 2015)

Bitte geben Sie für jeden Grund der drei untenstehenden Fragen an, als wie wichtig Sie ihn
für sich empfinden: (5-Punkt Likert-Skala, 1 = gar nicht wichtig; 5 = sehr wichtig)

DoGood

Wie wichtig ist jeder der folgenden Gründe, warum Sie jemandem etwas Gutes tun könnten?
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1. Weil ich möchte, dass andere nett zu mir sind.
2. Weil ich möchte, dass andere Leute denken, dass ich ein netter Mensch bin.
3. Weil ich denke, dass es gut ist, nette Dinge für andere zu tun.
4. Weil ich ein netter Mensch bin.

Steal

Wie wichtig ist jeder der folgenden Gründe, warum Sie etwas, das Ihnen nicht gehört, nicht
nehmen würden?

1. Weil ich, wenn ich erwischt werde, Ärger bekommen könnte.
2. Weil andere Leute von mir enttäuscht wären.
3. Weil ich Stehlen für ungerecht halte.
4. Weil ich mich nicht für eine Person halte, die ungerecht ist.

Truth

Wiewichtig ist jeder der folgenden Gründe, warum Sie sich entscheiden würden, dieWahrheit
zu sagen, wenn Sie die Möglichkeit hätten zu lügen?

1. Weil ich nicht in Schwierigkeiten kommen möchte, wenn ich lüge.
2. Weil ich nicht möchte, dass die Leute mich für einen Lügner halten.
3. Weil ich denke, dass es richtig ist, die Wahrheit zu sagen.
4. Weil ich mich für einen ehrlichen Menschen halte.
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C Vignettes and Instructions

1 Screenshots of vignettes

Vignette: Car accessories

Figure C1: Workplace scenario: Self
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Figure C2: Workplace scenario: Loyalty + Mistake
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Figure C3: Workplace scenario: Loyalty + Mistake

18



Vignette: Hours worked

Figure C4: Workplace scenario: Loyalty
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Figure C5: Workplace scenario: Mistake
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Vignette: Headlights

Figure C6: Workplace scenario: Mistake + Loyalty
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Figure C7: Workplace scenario: Mistake + Loyalty
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Figure C8: Workplace scenario: Loyalty
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Figure C9: Workplace scenario: Loyalty
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Vignette: Environmental certificates

Figure C10: Workplace scenario: Mistake
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Figure C11: Workplace scenario: Mistake
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Figure C12: Workplace scenario: Self
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D Examples of Contemplation Questions

Figure D13: Contemplation questions example - Walmart
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Figure D14: Contemplation questions example - Sinopec
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