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Abstract

Unethical behavior, deception, and fraud are major concerns in corporate

governance. This paper examines the e!ectiveness of contemplation questions

(CQs) as ethical decision aids intended to activate moral agency and prompt

employees to consider their actions from various perspectives (e.g., self, peers,

company). Although we "nd that 44% of S&P 200 and Fortune Global 200 companies

use CQs, their behavioral impact is not well understood. Using two pre-registered,

incentivized vignette experiments, we examine the e!ects of CQs under two

implementation formats. In Study 1 (N = 1,986), participants were presented with

CQs without being required to respond. In Study 2 (N = 1,450), participants were

required to answer the CQs before deciding. Across both studies, CQs have no

average e!ect on ethical behavior. However, in Study 2, the e!ects are strongly

moderated by moral identity. CQs marginally increase ethical decisions among

individuals with high moral identity, yet signi"cantly reduce such decisions among

those with low moral identity. These "ndings align with a conceptual framework of

motivated moral reasoning and suggest that while CQs can bene"t some individuals,

they may back"re precisely among those predisposed to unethical behavior.
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Abstract

Unethical behavior, deception, and fraud are major concerns in corporate governance.
This paper examines the e!ectiveness of contemplation questions (CQs) as ethical de-
cision aids intended to activate moral agency and prompt employees to consider their
actions from various perspectives (e.g., self, peers, company). Although we "nd that 44%
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ticipants were required to answer the CQs before deciding. Across both studies, CQs have
no average e!ect on ethical behavior. However, in Study 2, the e!ects are strongly moder-
ated by moral identity. CQs marginally increase ethical decisions among individuals with
high moral identity, yet signi"cantly reduce such decisions among those with low moral
identity. These "ndings align with a conceptual framework of motivated moral reason-
ing and suggest that while CQs can bene"t some individuals, they may back"re precisely
among those predisposed to unethical behavior.
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1 Introduction

Ethical business scandals, such as those at Volkswagen, Wirecard, Enron, or Cambridge An-

alytica, continue to rock the corporate world. In response, policymakers across jurisdictions

have intensi"ed rulemaking and enforcement to strengthen corporate ethics and compliance

(KPMG, 2024). Some of these e!orts protect customers, such as the General Data Protection

Regulation governing how personal data is handled, whereas others protect employees and

workers, such as the EU Whistleblower Directive, which shields those who report wrongdo-

ing, and the German Supply Chain Due Diligence Act. Our study focuses on the individual

employee as the ethical decision-maker, whose choices can in turn a!ect customers and other

stakeholders. Re#ecting these shifts, 55% of companies reported an expected increase in com-

pliance budgets in 2023 (Thomson Reuters Institute, 2023), alongside e!orts to strengthen ethi-

cal decision-making beyond traditional codes of conduct (Weaver, 2014). Among these e!orts,

organizations have increasingly turned to behavioral tools to in#uence everyday decision-

making before misconduct occurs.

One popular tool for guiding ethical behavior in organizations involves brief, re#ective

prompts, which we refer to as contemplation questions (CQs). These are simple, structured

questions that aim to help individuals pause and re#ect when confronted with ethically am-

biguous situations. Often called “checking” or “test” questions in organizational contexts, such

prompts are intended not to provide clear-cut answers, but to prompt self-re#ection and help

individuals think through the potential consequences of their actions. We use the term con-

templation questions to emphasize their re#ective function. Examples of CQs include the

“mirror test” (“Would I like the person I see in the mirror after I have made the decision?”)

and the “publicity test” (“Would the public approve of my decision if they read about it in the

newspaper?”).

CQs are intended to increase the salience of relevant reference groups and their associ-

ated norms and standards. For example, the mirror test cues personal standards, while the

publicity test invokes societal norms. By prompting individuals to compare their intended ac-

tions against salient standards of others, CQs are thought to activate self-regulatory processes

(Bandura, 1991; Gunia et al., 2012), thereby fostering moral agency and overcoming bounded

ethical awareness (Bazerman and Sezer, 2016; Bazerman and Tenbrunsel, 2011). Ethical blind

spots, that is, failures to recognize the moral dimensions of decisions, may be mitigated when

individuals are encouraged to slow down and re#ect. In their structure, CQs resemble the sim-

ple yes/no prompts shown in the heuristics literature to guide e!ective professional decisions

(e.g., Gigerenzer and Todd, 1999; Dhami, 2003), yet unlike “fast and frugal” heuristics, they are
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intended to slow the decision process and to encourage deliberate ethical re#ection. In this

way, CQs function as what Luo et al. (2023) call “sludge for good,” namely, helpful frictions

that interrupt automaticity and stimulate ethical consideration. The hope, therefore, is that

CQs can serve as subtle nudges toward ethical vigilance.

Many organizations have adopted such tools to support ethical decision-making in prac-

tice. Renerte et al. (2025) show that 44% of S&P 200 and Fortune Global 200 companies incorpo-

rate CQs into their ethics and compliance programs. They are also frequently recommended in

practitioner-oriented publications (e.g., Kouchaki and Smith, 2020). Scholars have highlighted

their potential to raise awareness of problematic decisions and encourage principled re#ection

(e.g., Bazerman and Sezer, 2016; Martin et al., 2014).

Yet, despite their intuitive appeal and widespread adoption, causal evidence on the e!ec-

tiveness of CQs is surprisingly sparse. One exception is a study by Zhang et al. (2015) who

showed that a single CQ (“Do you see any problem with any of these funds?”) improved par-

ticipants’ ability to identify fraudulent investment products. However, the broader empirical

question of whether, and under what conditions, CQs shape ethical decision-making remains

largely unanswered.

This paper addresses this gap by testing the e!ectiveness of several speci"c CQs. Do they,

in fact, promote more ethical decision-making? Drawing on two pre-registered, incentivized

vignette experiments, we examine the e!ects of CQs on ethical behavior. In Study 1, partic-

ipants were presented with a CQ without being required to respond; in Study 2, they were

required to answer the CQ before making their decision. In both studies, participants encoun-

tered CQs referencing di!erent standards: personal values, peer norms, company policies,

public expectations, and universal moral principles.

In Study 1 (N = 1,986), participants were presented with CQs passively, without being re-

quired to respond. We "nd no e!ect on ethical decision-making – neither in the aggregate

nor across speci"c reference groups. In Study 2 (N = 1,450), we ask participants to answer the

questions explicitly. While we again observe no overall e!ect, we "nd striking heterogeneity

based on individual di!erences in moral identity.1 Among participants high in moral iden-

tity, CQs marginally increase the likelihood of ethical decisions. Among those low in moral

identity, by contrast, CQs signi"cantly reduce ethical choices. We show that this pattern of

heterogeneity is robust when moderating instead with other elicited traits relevant for ethi-

1Moral identity is an established construct in psychology (Aquino and Reed II, 2002; Reed II and Aquino, 2003),
often associated with moral decisions (see e.g., Hardy et al., 2013; Hertz and Krettenauer, 2016; Winterich et al.,
2013). It has also been shown to moderate self-serving tendencies in moral con#ict situations (Tian et al., 2025).
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cal decision-making, including honesty-humility and social value orientation. Taken together,

these results provide new causal evidence that CQs can have unintended negative e!ects, par-

ticularly for individuals with a weaker internal moral compass.

To explain these "ndings, we develop a conceptual framework in which CQs increase the

salience of standards associated with particular reference groups. Individuals derive utility

from aligning their actions with what they believe these reference groups endorse (Akerlof

and Kranton, 2000; Bernheim, 1994). We propose two competing mechanisms through which

CQs may in#uence ethical behavior, depending on what individuals believe which decisions

the reference group approves of. First, in line with the theory of moral agency (Bandura,

1991), if individuals perceive the reference group to subscribe to moral standards of right and

wrong, CQs may encourage ethical action by activating a sense of moral obligation. Second,

drawing on theories of motivated reasoning (Bénabou and Tirole, 2011, 2016), individuals may

project their own preferences onto the reference group, thereby using CQs to justify rather

than challenge unethical behavior. Our "ndings suggest that this second mechanism predom-

inates among individuals low in moral identity. This has direct and signi"cant implications

for practice: exactly for the employees whom companies most hope to reach, CQs can unin-

tentionally back"re by reinforcing unethical inclinations rather than mitigating them.

Our paper contributes to various strands of literature. First, it adds to research on value-

or integrity-oriented interventions that a!ect ethical decision-making or dishonesty (see e.g.,

Dimant and Shalvi, 2022; Paine, 1994; Weaver and Treviño, 1999; Zhang et al., 2015). Studies

in psychology, economics, and other behavioral sciences have shown that dishonesty is mal-

leable and can be in#uenced through interventions (see Gerlach et al., 2019; Irlenbusch and

Villeval, 2015; Rosenbaum et al., 2014; Shalvi et al., 2025, for reviews). Although in general

there appears to be a preference for truth telling (Abeler et al., 2019; Bellemare et al., 2019),

with some people remaining honest even when faced with large "nancial incentives (Cohn

et al., 2019; Gibson et al., 2013; Hilbig et al., 2012), dishonest behavior can be even further re-

duced through interventions such as physical mirrors (Batson et al., 1999; Diener andWallbom,

1976), being exposed to a pair of eyes on a poster (Bateson et al., 2006), by exposure to moral

symbols (Desai and Kouchaki, 2017), by providing moral reminders (Bursztyn et al., 2019), or

by the order of presented information (Gneezy et al., 2020). Some of these interventions fall

under the umbrella term of moral primes for which our aggregate null e!ects support their

documented instability (Huynh et al., 2024; Kristal et al., 2020; Vaidis et al., 2024; Verschuere

et al., 2018).

Second, a large body of literature has documented back"ring of ethical interventions (see

e.g., Beshears et al., 2015; Damgaard and Gravert, 2018; Irlenbusch et al., 2020; Pierce et al.,
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2025; Sachdeva et al., 2009; Schultz et al., 2007). For example, Morvinski et al. (2023) "nd that

within a workplace environment, individuals stating their beliefs about their appropriate wage

ex ante can cause more self-serving behavior. Similarly, Köbis et al. (2019) present evidence

that promoting intuitive decisions can systematically lead to more dishonest behavior. More

recent work by Köbis et al. (2025) and Leib et al. (2024) demonstrates comparable back"ring

e!ects, showing that AI-delegation and -advice can increase dishonesty whilst failing to pro-

mote honesty. Our paper advances this literature by focusing on an ethical intervention that

we document to be widely used in global corporations. Moreover, a central "nding of our

study is the heterogeneity in e!ects. We identify positive e!ects for some individuals when

incorporating moral identity as a moderator, but unintended adverse e!ects for others. In

particular, back"ring occurs for those most prone to unethical behavior.

Lastly, our interpretation that CQs may prompt individuals to justify their priors con-

tributes to the literature on motivated reasoning (Bénabou and Tirole, 2016). More precisely,

the observed behavior closely links to motivated moral reasoning (Ditto et al., 2009; Haidt,

2001; Uhlmann et al., 2009) or self-serving justi"cation (Shalvi et al., 2015) in psychology,

both considered a speci"c application of motivated reasoning. In this strand of literature,

individuals construct a defensible justi"cation that supports the preferred action rather than

objectively re-evaluate the actions. A key argument behind motivated moral reasoning is to

preserve one’s self-esteem and small opportunities for “moral wiggle room” have frequently

been shown to be exploited (Cohn et al., 2022; Dana et al., 2007; Gneezy et al., 2019, 2020;

Konow, 2000). Similarly, Saccardo and Serra-Garcia (2023) "nd that whilst 30–45 percent of

individuals limit their capacity for motivated beliefs, 40–55 percent of individuals actively seek

such opportunities even when it is costly. Subsequent research supports the notion of moti-

vated 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). Substan-

tial evidence shows that individual’s reasoning leads them to morally disengage (Bandura,

2011; Welsh et al., 2020), misperceive the objectivity of moral situations (Haidt, 2001; Pizarro

et al., 2003; Provencher and Fincham, 2000), and results in selective memory of moral events

(Dimant et al., 2020; 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 our conceptual framework to

illustrate how CQs can a!ect ethical decision-making. Sections 4 and 5 describe the design,

procedures, and results of Study 1 and 2, respectively. We provide a discussion and concluding

remarks in Section 6.
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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. Here, we

summarize the key "ndings that motivate this paper. For more details, we refer to the com-

panion study Renerte et al. (2025). As of mid-2022, the Fortune Global 200 list comprised the

world’s largest companies by annual revenue across 20 countries and 11 sectors, whereas the

S&P 200 list included the largest companies listed in the US by market capitalization spanning

11 sectors. From both lists, we identi"ed 355 unique "rms that compose our target sample.

To explore the patterns of CQ usage among these companies, several research assistants inde-

pendently identi"ed CQs from publicly available company websites.2 Since all identi"ed CQs

are publicly available, our data should be considered a lower bound of their prominence in

companies.

Overall, across both lists, we "nd that 156 of the 355 companies (44%) utilize CQs. Among

the Global Fortune 200 companies, we can further see that the use of CQs is somewhat hetero-

geneously spread throughout the world, with 65% of companies using them in North America,

and only 13% in Asia-Paci"c. This heterogeneity is also re#ected in all sectors, where 73% of

the companies reviewed in healthcare use CQs, while only 31% of the companies in commu-

nication services or even 0% in real estate promote CQs.

Renerte et al. (2025) identify 727 CQs in all 156 companies, which means 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 While some

companies embed CQs in decision trees, the vast majority employ them as a list of independent

questions. Renerte et al. (2025) further relate the prevalence of CQs to company characteristics

and perform a clustering exercise to categorize CQs. This results in "ve distinct categories,

di!ering in the reference group and standards they address: Self, Peers, Company Policies &

Culture, Law & Reputation, and Universal Principles. The categorization is data-driven, using

a 𝜔-means clustering of employee-survey ratings of the reference groups each CQ invokes,

2They "rst examined the company websites proactively for CQs or similar questions. Subsequently, they used
on-line 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 the questions were not initially found. We provide two examples in Appendix D. The data
is provided as supplementary material in Renerte et al. (2025).

3A complete list of CQs and some of their properties is provided as supplementary material in Renerte et al.
(2025).

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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veri"ed with human coding in which two independent coders assign each of the 727 CQs

to one of the "ve categories. This ensures that the "ve categories cover the identi"ed CQs

exhaustively.

Given the prominence of CQs in large corporations across the world, the question of their

e!ectiveness looms large. Although it seems surprising that "rms promote the use of such de-

cision aids among employeeswithout "rst testing their e!ectiveness, this is not unusual. Orga-

nizations frequently implement interventions or changes to organizational structures without

rigorous examination (Barends et al., 2014; Pfe!er and Sutton, 2006; Staw and Epstein, 2000).

For CQs, we contribute to closing this gap. Before describing our empirical evaluation, we

"rst provide a conceptual framework through which the mechanisms of CQs impact ethical

decision-making.

3 Conceptual Framework

To conceptualize the decision con#ict faced by an individual, we draw on established theoret-

ical work from social and moral psychology (Bandura, 1986, 1991; Tajfel, 1979) and economics

(Akerlof and Kranton, 2000; Bénabou and Tirole, 2011; Bernheim, 1994). This framework was

not pre-registered; it was developed after data collection and is intended to clarify the mech-

anisms underlying CQs.

3.1 Individual Preferences

Suppose an individual 𝜀 faces an ethical con#ict in which they need to choose an action 𝜗. For
simplicity, we assume that 𝜗 is binary, 𝜗 ω {𝜛,𝜚 }, where 𝜛 is the ethical and 𝜚 the unethical

action. The utility of choosing 𝜗 depends both on the individual valuation of a 𝜍𝜀(𝜗) as well
as on the expectation of 𝜀 about how 𝜗 will be perceived by another reference group, 𝜑𝜀(𝜗).
This reference group can di!er between individuals and decisions and could be, for example,

family, society, the employer, or even oneself. We can capture an individual’s utility by

𝛻𝜀(𝜗) = 𝜍𝜀(𝜗) + 𝜕𝜀𝜑𝜀(𝜗). (1)

𝜕𝜀 ω [0, 1] describes how much 𝜀 cares about the evaluation of the reference group.5 For

5In principle, 𝜕𝜀 could be negative if an individual deliberately opposed the reference group’s evaluation. We
restrict 𝜕𝜀 ω [0, 1] for simplicity, as CQs are intended to increase the weight individuals place on salient reference
standards, rather than to induce opposition to them.
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Figure 1: Net valuation without reference group salience

ε𝛻(𝜗)
ε𝛻(𝜗) = 0

Choose 𝜛Choose 𝜚
ε𝜍ℵ(𝜗) < 0 ε𝜍𝜀(𝜗) > 0

Note. The "gure depicts two examples for the intuitive net utility of
two individuals 𝜀 (red), and ℵ (blue). Individual 𝜀 has ε𝛻𝜀(𝜗) > 0 (red)
and ℵ has ε𝛻ℵ (𝜗) < 0 (blue).

simplicity, we assume 𝜑𝜀(𝜗) to be binary with 𝜑𝜀(𝜗) ω {0, 1}. The social evaluation of action 𝜗 is

positive if the reference group approves of it. This means that the individual receives a utility

increase of 𝜕𝜀 if the reference group approves of the action 𝜗. An individual would choose 𝜗 if

the utility obtained from this action is greater than the utility from the alternative, that is, if𝛻𝜀(𝜗) > 𝛻𝜀(𝜗ϑ). De"ning 𝛻𝜀(𝜛) ϖ 𝛻𝜀(𝜚 ) as ε𝛻𝜀(𝜗), and analogously ε𝜍𝜀(𝜗) ⋛ 𝜍𝜀(𝜛) ϖ 𝜍𝜀(𝜚 ) andε𝜑𝜀(𝜗) ⋛ 𝜑𝜀(𝜛) ϖ 𝜑𝜀(𝜚 ), 𝜀 chooses 𝜛 if the net utility ε𝛻𝜀(𝜗) > 0, that is, if ε𝜍𝜀(𝜗) + 𝜕𝜀ε𝜑𝜀(𝜗) > 0.
Let us "rst consider a case where 𝜕𝜀 = 0, i.e., a situation where the utility of an individual

depends only on 𝜍𝜀(𝜗). 𝜕𝜀 = 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

example, what 𝜀’s family would think of a moral choice at work might simply not be a salient

question for 𝜀. To represent the heterogeneity of preferences within the population, we drawε𝜍𝜀(𝜗) from a distribution ℶ with ℶ ϱ ℷ (ℸ, ⊳2). We do not explicitly model how an individual𝜀 arrives at their relative evaluation of available actions, but it will involve some weighing of

the material rewards against preferences to act ethically or honestly (similar to Bénabou and

Tirole, 2011). ε𝜍𝜀(𝜗) thus de"nes an ad hoc preference based on an individual’smoral compass.

Due to the instinctive nature of this process, we model ε𝜍𝜀(𝜗) to be accompanied by some

noise ⊲𝜀 ϱ ℷ (0, ⊳2) (Recalde et al., 2018). An individual then chooses 𝜛 if ε𝜍𝜀(𝜗) + ⊲𝜀 > 0,
is indi!erent if ε𝜍𝜀(𝜗) + ⊲𝜀 = 0 and chooses 𝜚 otherwise. Note that due to the noise, some

individuals with 𝜍𝜀(𝜚 ) > 𝜍𝜀(𝜛) still choose 𝜛 and vice versa.

To illustrate this, Figure 1 represents the net utility of two individuals, ε𝛻𝜀(𝜗) on the hor-

izontal line with the point of indi!erence in gray. The "gure captures the utilities of two

individuals, 𝜀 (red) and ℵ (blue). Both net utilities are displayed as an interval that illustrates

the decision noise around 𝜍𝜀(𝜗). The "gure shows that while individual 𝜀 always chooses the
ethical action 𝜛, as ε𝛻𝜀 > 0 for all values of ⊲𝜀, there are some instances where individual ℵ
chooses 𝜛, despite ε𝜍ℵ(𝜗) being negative.
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3.2 Introducing Contemplation Questions

Presumably, the purpose of using CQs as decision aids is to encourage individuals to self-

re#ect on their actions in relation to other reference groups, including other groups or even

oneself. They increase the importance of di!erent reference standards that could in#uence

an individual’s evaluation of the decision con#ict. Within our framework, we capture this

element of increased salience by a larger 𝜕𝜀.
However, the e!ect of this increased salience depends strongly on the perceived approval

of the two actions (ε𝜑𝜀(𝜗)). In the following, we outline two possible mechanisms of how indi-

viduals may form these perceptions and how they can, in turn, in#uence the choice between𝜛 and 𝜚 . First, in the case of moral agency, perceived approval is normatively "xed and in-

dividuals align their action with this perceived approval. In contrast, under motivated moral

reasoning, we keep the individuals’ preferred action constant, but allow them to endogenously

distort their beliefs regarding the perceived approval of their action.

3.2.1 Moral Agency

Let us "rst consider an agentic perspective onmoral decision-making. According to Bandura’s

moral agency approach (Bandura, 1986, 1991), 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 salience of di!erent reference standards or norms and, consequently,

in#uence decisions in favor of what is perceived as right (Bandura, 2006). Assuming there

exists an objectively right and wrong, in accordance with societally bene"cial outcomes, we

model this such that the respective reference group always prefers the ethical action 𝜛, imply-

ing that 𝜑𝜀(𝜛) = 1, 𝜑𝜀(𝜚 ) = 0, and, since this perceived approval is common across individuals,ε 0𝜑(𝜗) = 1. This means that choosing the ethical action yields an additional utility gain, shift-

ing ε𝛻𝜀 to the right (see Figure 2). Depending on the size of 𝜕𝜀, as well as the noise ⊲𝜀, this
means that some individuals change their preferred action from 𝜚 to 𝜛 (blue).

From the visualization, we can see that this scenario is most likely for individuals with a

small negative net utility ε𝜍𝜀(𝜗) or large 𝜕𝜀, meaning high concerns for maintaining a positive

moral self-image. This implication allows us to formulate a "rst testable hypothesis.

Hypothesis 1. Moral agency predicts, on average, an increase in the likelihood of ethical

decisions in the presence of CQs.
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Figure 2: The e!ect of CQs through Moral Agency

Without CQs

With CQs

ε𝛻(𝜗)
ε𝛻(𝜗) = 0

Choose 𝜛Choose 𝜚
ε𝜍ℵ(𝜗) < 0 ε𝜍𝜀(𝜗) > 0

ε𝛻(𝜗)ε𝜍ℵ(𝜗) +𝜕ℵε 0𝜑(𝜗) > 0 ε𝜍𝜀(𝜗) +𝜕𝜀ε 0𝜑(𝜗) > 0
Note. According to moral agency, both individuals shift their net utility towards the ethical action.

3.2.2 Motivated Moral Reasoning

Another possibility of modeling how individual actions can be in#uenced through 𝜑𝜀(𝜗) is
through the lens of motivated moral reasoning. In economics (Bénabou and Tirole, 2011,

2016) and 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), con"rmation bias (Charness and Dave,

2017; Nickerson, 1998) or the justi"cation of held intuitions (Gigerenzer, 2008; Weaver et al.,

2014). This angle suggests that individuals do not objectively evaluate their actions through

self-re#ection, but rather employ biased reasoning to justify an already preferred action.

Within our conceptual framework, we capture this mechanism by making ε𝜑𝜀(𝜗) endoge-
nous to the decision-maker. Thus, instead of a normatively "xedε 0𝜑(𝜗), individuals now justify

their individual valuation (ε𝜍𝜀(𝜗)) by forming corresponding perceptions about its approvalε𝜑𝜀(𝜗). Consider two individuals, 𝜀 and ℵ , with di!erent individual valuations, where 𝜀 has
a higher valuation of 𝜛 (ε𝜍𝜀(𝜗) > 0) and ℵ of 𝜚 (ε𝜍ℵ(𝜗) < 0). Both now engage in motivated

moral reasoning by self-servingly aligningε𝜑𝜀(𝜗) to their individual valuation. Thismeans that𝜀 believes that ε𝜑𝜀(𝜗) is positive, while ℵ believes it to be negative. Thus, in contrast to moral

agency, whereε 0𝜑(𝜗) = 1, under motivated moral reasoningε𝜑𝜀(𝜗) equals 1when an individual
justi"es the ethical action and ϖ1 when they justify the unethical one, i.e. ε𝜑𝜀(𝜗) ω {ϖ1, 1}.6

Let us now consider the implications of making ε𝜑𝜀(𝜗) endogenous. Figure 3 again shows

the net utility of two individuals with di!erent individual evaluations with and without CQs.

6We assume that the reference group is not indi!erent between the two actions (𝜑𝜀(𝜛) ⋜ 𝜑𝜀(𝜚 )), which rules outε𝜑𝜀(𝜗) = 0. In addition, as 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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Figure 3: The e!ect of CQs through Motivated Moral Reasoning

Without CQs

With CQs

ε𝛻(𝜗)
ε𝛻(𝜗) = 0

Choose 𝜛Choose 𝜚
ε𝜍ℵ(𝜗) < 0 ε𝜍𝜀(𝜗) > 0

ε𝛻(𝜗)ε𝜍ℵ(𝜗) +𝜕ℵε𝜑ℵ(𝜗) < 0 ε𝜍𝜀(𝜗) +𝜕𝜀ε𝜑𝜀(𝜗) > 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.

For 𝜀, ε𝜑𝜀(𝜗) is positive, implying that the introduction of CQs shifts the net utility of 𝜀 to the

right. However, since the individual already chose 𝜛 before the introduction of CQs, there is

no change in action. For ℵ , on the contrary, ε𝜍ℵ(𝜗) and therefore, due to motivated reasoning,ε𝜑ℵ(𝜗) is negative, shifting ε𝛻ℵ to the left. This can lead to a change from 𝜛 to 𝜚 .

Figure 3 thus shows that if individuals engage in motivated moral reasoning, more individ-

uals act in line with their individual valuation. This results in the following testable hypothesis

that contrasts Hypothesis 1.

Hypothesis 2. Motivated moral reasoning predicts that individuals reinforce their initial

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 e!ectiveness of CQs and our hypotheses, in Study 1, we place individuals in

honesty-related workplace con#icts and study the e!ects of a mere exposure to CQs on ethical

decision-making.

4.1 Design

4.1.1 Ethical Workplace Con"icts

To construct ethical con#icts for participants, we develop workplace vignettes encompassing

ethical dilemmas. We thereby follow other literature in economics (Ambuehl and Ockenfels,

2017; Krawczyk et al., 2015; Gibson et al., 2013) and business ethics (reviewed in Mudrack and
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Mason, 2013) using vignette-based designs to study ethical dilemmas. All vignettes are devel-

oped such that study participants take on the role of an employee facing an ethical con#ict.

The participant must then decide between two actions, one of which we designed to be eth-

ical and one unethical. In our case, we consider the ethicality of an action in line with the

de"nition of honesty such that lying, deception, or corruption is unethical. To incentivize the

participant’s decision and encompass the fact that such unethical actions in organizations are

often associated with monetary bene"ts (for example, through bonuses, promotions, or repu-

tation), we follow Gibson et al. (2013) by including a "nancial incentive of e5 if a participant

chooses the unethical action, while the ethical action only yieldse1.7 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 premium accessories to a customer. Although the customer

explicitly declared that they would like the cheapest con"guration possible, more premium

accessories are still within their budget. As the salesperson, the participant now faces the

choice to either sell the cheapest con"guration possible (ethical) or increase their own bonus

by selling the more premium package (unethical). Screenshots of all vignettes are provided in

Appendix C.

To capture a range of ethical tensions in workplaces, we previously conducted ten expert

interviews and collected survey evidence (N = 1,493) on prevalent ethical challenges in the

workplace, allowing us to develop a taxonomy of common con#ict types (Witt et al., 2025). We

distinguish between four types of con#ict. First, situations where an unethical action directly

translates into a "nancial bene"t (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 unethically

(loyalty) and lastly, a combination of the latter two, where another entity asks one not to

revoke an unethical action that happened unintentionally (mistake + loyalty).8 See Table 1 for

a summary of the four di!erent types of con#ict.

While keeping the incentives identical, we systematically vary our vignettes along these

four dimensions to test the e!ectiveness of CQs in various types of workplace con#icts. In to-

tal, we developed four workplace scenarios (related to car accessories, overtime, faulty head-

7Although "nancial stakes are modest, the relative payo! structure aims to simulate real-world temptation asym-
metries. Our vignette design follows the literature on dishonesty, where an unethical action (being dishonest)
is "nancially bene"cial to the participant without consequences to other participants (Benistant et al., 2022; Ir-
lenbusch et al., 2020; Gneezy et al., 2018; Fehrler et al., 2020; Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi, 2013; Gneezy et al.,
2013; Friesen and Gangadharan, 2012; Shalvi et al., 2011; Sutter, 2009).

8The latter two encompass a dimension of hierarchy that has previously been shown to be relevant for honesty
in groups (Rilke et al., 2018).
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Table 1: Overview of con#ict types

Self Situations where unethical actions o!er personal or organizational "-
nancial gain, creating a tension between integrity and personal gain.

Mistake Situations where an unethical action occurred by mistake and individ-
uals face the dilemma of preserving integrity by admitting it or pro-
tecting themselves by concealing it to avoid negative consequences.

Loyalty Situations where individuals are encouraged or pressured by man-
agers or colleagues to act unethically, creating a con#ict betweenmain-
taining personal integrity and preserving loyalty or obedience within
workplace relationships.

Loyalty + Mistake Situations where an unintentional unethical action has occurred, and
individuals face pressure from managers or colleagues not to revoke it,
creating a con#ict between maintaining integrity and preserving loy-
alty, obedience, or self-protection.

lights, environmental certi"cates; see Appendix C), each in four versions, varying in distinct

con#ict type as outlined above. This results in a total of 16 possible vignettes, combining

workplace scenarios and con#ict types. Within the study, each participant randomly faces

four distinct combinations of con#ict types and workplace scenarios (see Table 3). To increase

involvement such that participants can immerse themselves in the vignettes, we display vi-

gnettes as interactive situations, consisting of short descriptions in story form. We also ask

participants to select an avatar to represent themselves across all vignettes.9

4.1.2 Contemplation Questions

As outlined in Section 1, we identi"ed a total of 727 CQs that appear in organizations.10 From

this pool, we select 15 CQs, three for each of the "ve categories as described in Section 1

and in Renerte et al. (2025). The categories di!er in the reference group they address and are

labeled: Self, Peers, Company Policy, Law & Reputation, and Universal Principles. As these cat-

egories represent all identi"ed CQs, these 15 CQs allow us to examine possible heterogeneity

by categories and individual CQs (see Table 2).

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. Because 78% of companies present CQs

in a list format that employees can read but are not required to answer (unlike, for example,

9Similar to Tergiman and Villeval (2023), in a pilot, we also varied the risk of detection within our study. We
found no interactions between detectability and the e!ectiveness of contemplation questions. This is why we
do not include this dimension in our design. Appendix F reports details.

10Many CQs such as “Is the behavior legal?” occur multiple times. The list of 727 thus includes duplicates.
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#owcharts), we begin by studying this common implementation. In line with the practice

observed in "rms that most often simply list CQs as moral primes in codes of conduct, on

posters, or in handbooks (Renerte et al., 2025), we present the CQ before the "nal decision

situation and simply ask participants “to read through the question before making their "nal

decision.” Since we want to study each CQ individually, we avoid contamination by always

assigning a unique (or no) CQ per participant in all four vignette decisions. Table 3 provides

an example of how we combine vignettes and CQs in the study. To determine the "nal 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 (e1 for ethical, e5 for unethical).

4.2 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 interface was programmed using Qualtrics and

Table 2: 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 re#ect 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 newspaper?”

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?”
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Table 3: Example of vignettes and CQ combination

Workplace scenarios
Car Faulty Environmental

Con"ict type accessories Overtime headlights certi"cates 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 a single participant. In the study, the combination of
con#ict types and workplace scenarios, as well as the CQ was randomized for each partici-
pant.

we ran the study in June 2023 using the participant panel provider Bilendi.11 Of the 2,669

participants who completed the "rst-wave personality survey (more detail below), 83% (N =

2,208) completed the main study. We excluded the pre-registered 10% (222) of participants due

to slow or fast responses or failure of the attention check. In total, this left us with a sample of

1,986 participants for our main analysis. However, all results also hold when considering the

full sample.12 As we are interested in workplace con#icts, we only recruited German employ-

ees aged 18 to 67 who have been employed for at least six months during the last two years,

excluding self-employed participants. Our "nal sample consists of 43% women and 57% men,

and none did not declare their gender. The average age is 49.1 years (median: 51.0). In addi-

tion to our main variable of interest, the share of ethical actions, we also elicited measures of

stress, decision di$culty (both Hanselmann and Tanner, 2008) and decision avoidance (Janis

and Mann, 1977) for each decision. In a separate 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-e$cacy (Hannah and Avolio,

2010), risk- and social preferences (Falk et al., 2023).13

11See Appendix Tables A1 andA2, for a breakdown of participants across treatments, con#ict types andworkplace
situations.

12We excluded participants in the slowest and fastest 5th percentile, as well as participants indicating that they
did not pay attention during the study.

13We slightly modi"ed the stress, decision certainty, decision avoidance and self-e$cacy scales to better match
our context. All utilized scales can be found in Appendix B.

14



Figure 4: The e!ect 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. Bars indicate 95% con"dence intervals.

4.3 Results

Overall, we "nd that 66% of participants choose the ethical action. 80% of participants act

ethically in vignettes that only give themselves an additional payo! (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 con#icts, the

share of ethical actions lies in between (loyalty: 71%; mistake + loyalty: 63%). Thus, despite

"nancial incentives to act unethically without consequences for others, people often choose

the honest option, broadly in line with the literature on preferences for truthfulness (Abeler

et al., 2019; Gibson et al., 2013). We also "nd heterogeneity across vignettes, as 78% of the

participants do not take the same action in all vignettes.14 This highlights the importance of

context in our vignettes, since they all have the exact same "nancial incentives.

Turning to the e!ectiveness 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 di!erent (1 = 1.34, 2 = 0.182). These

results are based on a random-e!ect probit regressionwith the ethical choice as the dependent,

binary variable and a CQ present indicator as the independent variable (see Appendix Table

14Whilst we do observe this heterogeneity, we cannot "nd any evidence of wealth e!ects or moral licensing.
There are no statistical trends in the data between the "rst and last decisions of individuals.
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A3 for details). Since each participant makes multiple decisions, we estimate random-e!ects

probit models with an individual-speci"c intercept. Randomization of treatment assignment

at the individual level makes the random-e!ects exogeneity assumption plausible. As a ro-

bustness check, for all subsequent regression analyses we also re-estimate our speci"cations

using our pre-registered pooled probit with standard errors clustered at the individual level.

The results are virtually identical and available in Appendix A.1. Figure 4 presents this result

for each of the "ve di!erent categories of CQs, showing no statistically signi"cant di!erences.

In addition, Table 4 shows the e!ects by individual CQ instead of categories. The coe$cients

present marginal e!ects from random-e!ect probit regressions of ethical decisions on CQ-

dummies as treatment indicators.

In each of the four regression models (1)–(4), 13–14 of the 15 CQs (87–93%) show a positive

coe$cient, but only one CQ regarding family and friends is marginally signi"cant at the 5%

level (1 < 2.04, 2 > 0.041). Moreover, when examining other outcome variables such as stress,

decision di$culty, or decision avoidance, we also "nd no e!ects of CQs (3 < 1.33, 2 > 0.185,

based on linear regression models including random e!ects; see Appendix Table A4; identical

using our pre-registered Tobit speci"cation, see Appendix Table A13). The e!ects on ethical

decisions, as well as other outcome variables, are robust across con#ict types, workplace sce-

narios, and to the inclusion of individual controls.15 Our results suggest that CQs do not a!ect

ethical decision-making when implemented as moral primes, which is the most commonly

observed practice in companies.

When examining demographic characteristics, we "nd that older participants (1 = 6.18, 2 <

0.001) aremore likely to choose the ethical action. Moreover, individual moral identity predicts

ethical actions (1 = 4.83, 2 < 0.001).16 Takingmoral identity as a proxy for individual valuations,ε𝜍𝜀(𝜗), our "ndings are in line with the conceptual framework. Both possible mechanisms –

moral agency as well as motivated moral reasoning – predict that a moral compass (proxied

by moral identity) predicts ethical decision-making in general.

Implication 1. The mere exposure to CQs does not a!ect ethical decision-making.

Overall, Study 1 examines an implementation in which participants are presented with a

CQ but are not required to answer it. Under this implementation, we "nd no average e!ect on

15We also tested a pure deliberation treatment as in Gunia et al. (2012) in a pilot study in which we asked partic-
ipants to take time and re#ect without CQ guidance prior to their decision, but we did not "nd a causal e!ect
of this treatment relative to the absence of re#ection on ethical decisions (1 = 0.89, 2 = 0.376).

16Complete regression tables are provided in Appendix Tables A3 and A4.
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Table 4: The e!ect of individual CQs on ethical decision-making

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

Bad conscience 0.046 0.047 0.047 0.051
(0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.029)

Mirror 0.041 0.042 0.042 0.050
(0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.029)

No regret 0.049 0.050 0.050 0.045
(0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.029)

Peers
Personal network 0.022 0.023 0.023 0.021

(0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.029)
Family and friends 0.060* 0.061* 0.061* 0.058*

(0.030) (0.030) (0.030) (0.029)
Closest friends -0.001 0.000 0.000 0.011

(0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.029)
Company policy

Company guidelines -0.040 -0.039 -0.039 -0.042
(0.032) (0.031) (0.031) (0.030)

Company values 0.036 0.036 0.036 0.048
(0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.029)

Company culture 0.014 0.014 0.014 0.028
(0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.029)

Law & Reputation
Legal 0.046 0.047 0.047 0.043

(0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.029)
Reputation 0.056 0.057 0.057 0.055

(0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.029)
Newspaper 0.056 0.057 0.057 0.056

(0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.029)
Universal Principles

Others as self 0.032 0.032 0.032 0.029
(0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.029)

Honesty and integrity 0.016 0.017 0.017 0.017
(0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.029)

Accountable 0.019 0.020 0.020 0.026
(0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.029)

Workplace scenario FEs X X X
Dilemma type FEs X X
Individual controls X
Observations 8832 8832 8832 8832
Individuals 2,208 2,208 2,208 2,208
Note. All models present marginal e!ects of random-e!ect probit regressions. The dependent vari-
able is the binary decision to choose the ethical action. Individual controls include age, gender, social
preferences, moral identity, protected values, self-e$cacy, need for cognition, HEXACO traits and
risk preferences. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Table 5: Overview of contemplation questions tested in Study 2

Self “Would I have a bad conscience about the decision?”
Peers “Would I be proud if my family and friends found out about my de-

cision?”
Company Policy “Is my decision in line with our company values?”
Law & Reputation “Would the public approve of my decision if they read about it in the

newspaper?”
Universal Principles “Do I treat others the way I would like to be treated?”

ethical decision making. While moral identity remains predictive of ethical decision-making

in Study 1, its interaction with CQ presence is positive but does not reach conventional sig-

ni"cance (1 = 1.33, 2 = 0.184, on the interaction). We next examine a second implementation

in which participants answer the CQ before deciding.

5 Study 2

5.1 Design

In Study 2, participants are required to answer the CQ before making their "nal decision,

rather than being presented with it without having to respond. Renerte et al. (2025) "nd that

22% of companies provide CQs as #ow charts or checklists, which encourage employees to

actively answer a question before moving on to the next question. Our second study captures

this use of CQs. More speci"cally, we ask participants to name which action (ethical or un-

ethical) best "ts a speci"c CQ, e.g., “for which action would you have a bad conscience after you

made the decision?” The "nal decision itself remains a binary choice between the ethical and

the unethical action, as in Study 1, and is made on a separate screen directly after the CQ;

screenshots of both the CQ-answer and the decision screens are provided in Appendix C.

In addition, we now focus on a single CQ per category, as we did not detect signi"cant

di!erences of individual CQs within categories in Study 1 (4 2 < 1.42, 2 > 0.234 for all positive

coe$cients in Table 4). We select the CQ with the largest e!ect size in each category based

on the marginal coe$cients depicted in Table 4, column 4, and list the resulting "ve CQs in

Table 5. In addition to testing these "ve CQs individually, we also include one treatment arm

in which all "ve 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
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as well as treatment conditions, allowing us to examine switches and gain more insight into

the role of personality traits. Because moral agency and motivated moral reasoning are distin-

guished by how an individual’s moral reference standard responds to the introduction of CQs,

observing the same participants with and without CQs holds individual characteristics "xed

and is better suited to examining these mechanisms than a purely between-participant com-

parison. 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,

seeing either one of the "ve single CQs or all "ve CQs simultaneously. In addition, a subset of

participants is assigned to a control group that faces no CQ in Wave 2. This within-study con-

trol allows us to gauge any other in#uences on ethical behavior between the two waves, such

as learning or repeated exposure to the vignettes. Across both waves, we use eight vignettes

from Study 1 and split these into two sets of four parallel vignettes. Each set includes four

di!erent workplace scenarios with four di!erent con#ict types. The participants were then

randomly presented with the one set in Wave 1 and the other set in Wave 2. In the analysis,

we then match vignettes based on con#ict types across waves.17

5.2 Procedures

We pre-registered this study (https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/G3EWA) and received ethical

approval from the University of Zurich.18 We used Qualtrics for programming and followed

the same inclusion criteria as Study 1, and ran the study in December 2023 using the Bilendi

panel with around twoweeks betweenWaves 1 and 2. Of the 2,212 participants who completed

Wave 1, 81% (N = 1,784) completed Wave 2. Of those completing both experimental waves,

1,646 received a contemplation question in Wave 2, while 138 were assigned to the no-CQ

control group. After excluding the pre-registered 12% (196) of the CQ participants due to fast

or slow aggregate completion time across both waves or failed attention checks, our main

analysis sample comprises N = 1,450 participants (alongside N = 125 in the control group).

Again, our results hold when including the entire sample. The "nal sample composition is

similar to Study 1 with slightly more women (53%) than men (47%). Again, everyone declared

their gender. The average age is 45.1 (median: 45.0). Furthermore, since we saw a strong inter-

item correlation (Cronbach’s 5 = 0.93) between our measures of stress, decision di$culty, and

17The vignettes assigned to the two sets are provided in Appendix C. We also provide a description of why we
selected this subset of vignettes and scenarios for Study 2.

18As speci"ed in the pre-registration, we also tested positive and negative framing of CQs. However, since our
analysis did not reveal di!erential e!ects of the frames, we pool our data across both frames. Appendix Table
A10 reports the e!ect of CQs separately for each frame.
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decision avoidance in Study 1, we now collapsed them into one scale with "ve items, which we

refer to as “decision con"dence” and administered at the end of each wave.19 In addition, since

we were interested in whether CQs a!ect the level of moral disengagement, we administered

a state-moral disengagement scale after each wave (Barsky, 2011). As pre-registered, we asked

participants at the end of Wave 2 to recall the CQ they had seen. Again, we collected 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. Demographic information is available for all participants. Within our main analysis sample,

these dispositional measures are available for 88% (N = 1,274) treated participants and for 93%

(N = 116) pure control participants, and analyses that use them are restricted accordingly.

5.3 Results

Even though participants now actively answer the CQs, we replicate the results of Study 1

and again "nd, no average e!ect of CQs on the share of ethical decisions (1 = -1.81, 2 = 0.070,

based on a probit regression with random e!ects). Within our framework, one possible in-

terpretation is that actively answering the CQs increases their salience, corresponding to a

larger 𝜕. This result goes against our Hypothesis 1 regarding moral agency and suggests that,

on average, individuals do not shift their net utilities in favor of the ethical action, 𝜛.
However, depending on the distribution of net utilities in our sample, this overall null e!ect

can still be a consequence of motivated moral reasoning, as outlined in our Hypothesis 2.20

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 (ε𝜍𝜀(𝜗)).21 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 been frequently 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 signi"cant predictor of ethical

decision-making (1 = 4.12, 2 < 0.001, see Appendix Table A5).

More importantly, we "nd that moral identity serves as a moderator in the e!ectiveness

19The new scale with "ve items is provided in Appendix B.
20If there are no individuals where the decision noise passes the indi!erent point, motivated moral reasoning
leads to stronger net utilities in either direction, but does not a!ect the share of individuals choosing 𝜛 or 𝜚 .

21Our pre-registration speci"ed splitting the sample by participants’ pro-ethical versus pro-unethical responses
to the CQs. Because these responses are endogenous to the decision-making process, we instead moderate by
moral identity, which we had pre-registered as an exploratory moderator and which is signi"cantly correlated
with these responses (𝜑 = 0.19, 2 < 0.001). The pre-registered response-based split is reported in Appendix E.3.

20



of CQs (1 = 7.89, 2 < 0.001 on the interaction, see Appendix Table 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, according to 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 a low moral identity (1 = 3.70, 2 < 0.001). Second, when we split the sample by moral

identity (median split), we observe heterogeneous e!ects of CQs, where for individuals with

low moral identity (left), CQs signi"cantly reduce the probability of choosing ethical action

(Appendix Table A5, 1 = -5.85, 2 < 0.001), whereas for individuals with high moral identity

(right) there is a positive and signi"cant e!ect (Appendix Table A5, 1 = 3.64, 2 < 0.001) of CQs

on ethical decisions. We further "nd that this heterogeneity is robust when, instead of moral

identity, we examine other elicited dispositional traits such as honesty-humility (Appendix

Table A6, 1 = 5.60, 2 < 0.001) or social value orientation (Appendix Table A6, 1 < -3.45, 2 <

0.001). This suggests that any proxy of a moral compass can unveil these heterogeneous ef-

fects of CQs. These category-level e!ects are robust to multiple-hypothesis testing. Appendix

Table A8 reports Benjamini-Hochberg false-discovery-rate-adjusted p-values for all category

e!ects across the three proxies, and the moral-identity heterogeneity remains signi"cant after

Figure 5: E!ects of CQs across moral identity
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conditions. On the left, we compare participants with lowmoral identity (Black and Reynolds, 2016);
on the right, individuals with high moral identity based on a median split. Signi"cance levels in the
"gure are based on Wilcoxon rank sum test and regression results are presented in Appendix Table
A5. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. Bars indicate 95% con"dence intervals.
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Figure 6: Moral identity moderates the e!ectiveness of CQs
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Note. We present marginal e!ects of individual CQs from one random-e!ects probit regression. The
dependent binary variable is whether participants made an ethical choice. We present interactions
with a high moral identity dummy in blue and with a low moral identity dummy in red. Coe$cients
capture the e!ect relative to the control condition (Wave 1) in the absence of CQs. We include situa-
tion and vignette "xed e!ects, as well as age, gender, social value orientation, HEXACO as additional
individual controls. We also control whether an individual has a manager, is in a managerial role
and how long they have been employed. Regression results are presented in Appendix Table A7. * p
< 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. Bars indicate 95% con"dence intervals.

correction. Due to the high predictive power of moral identity for ethical decision-making in

the aggregate results, we will, in the following, focus on this dimension as a moderator. These

results are in line with motivated moral reasoning as they indicate a “boomerang e!ect” of

CQs for individuals with low moral identity and amplify the di!erence between people with

low and high moral identity.

Including moral identity as a moderator, we next examine di!erent categories of CQs (see

regression results in Appendix Table A7). In Figure 6, we see that the di!erential e!ects de-

scribed above are in fact driven mainly by CQs referring to the Self and Peers, which could be

considered more relevant for an individual’s identity (Aquino and Reed II, 2002; Tajfel, 1979).

In our study, the unintended consequences of CQs for individuals with low moral identity

are stronger than the bene"cial e!ects for individuals with high moral identity. For example,

our results suggest that on average, for individuals with low moral identity, the Self CQ re-

duces the share of ethical actions by 13pp, whilst it increases this share by 8pp for individuals

with high moral identity. Even more notably, CQs addressing Company policy and Universal

Principles only show signi"cant negative e!ects on the probability of ethical actions for indi-

viduals with low moral identity, without any signi"cant positive e!ects for those with high
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moral identity. This suggests that using CQs in practice might back"re and promote unethical

behavior. In Appendix Figure A1 we replicate this "nding using honesty-humility and social

value orientation as moderators, further demonstrating the robustness of our results across

di!erent proxies of a moral compass.

We interpret these "ndings as consistent with motivated moral reasoning (Hypothesis 2),

under which individual moral valuations (𝜍𝜀(𝜗)) are strengthened through interaction with

CQs, rather than as direct evidence of the mechanism. This interpretation is consistent with

the observed separation between individuals with low and high moral identity, which consti-

tutes our second main result and implication.

Additional, suggestive evidence consistent with this mechanism comes from a separate

pilot study for Study 2 in which participants justi"ed their choices in open text. We "nd

that justi"cations given for the unethical action draw disproportionately on cost-dissolving

rationales (e.g., denying harm or citing a superior’s instruction), whereas those for the ethical

action rest on more stable standards (see Appendix A.2). As the pilot did not vary CQs within

participants, we regard this pattern as suggestive, and therefore cannot establish that CQs

causally elicit or strengthen such justi"cations.

Implication 2. When participants are required to answer them, CQs can lead to unintended

“boomerang e!ects” for individuals with low moral identity.

The moral-identity moderation is precisely estimated in Study 2 but imprecisely estimated

in Study 1. However, a formal cross-study test cannot statistically distinguish the moderation

estimates (study ς CQ ς moral-identity interaction, 2 = 0.35). Because the studies also di!er

in design and in the CQs tested, we do not interpret this pattern as evidence that required

answering or greater engagement causes the moderation.

Finally, we also test what happens if we present "ve CQs simultaneously, pre-registered

as an exploratory analysis. Why would the e!ect of "ve CQs di!er from that of a single CQ?

We do not model multiple CQs in our conceptual framework above. One possible explanation,

which our design does not allow us to test directly, is that there is a psychological cost asso-

ciated with motivated moral reasoning (Ditto and Lopez, 1992; von Hippel and Trivers, 2011):

individuals might be able to justify unethical actions with respect to one reference group, but

fail to do so with respect to multiple. This could result in more individuals choosing the ethical

action E. We present the results of this treatment in the last row of Figure 6. We now indeed

observe a signi"cant e!ect of multiple CQs on the share of ethical actions among individuals

with high moral identity (1 = 2.49, 2 = 0.013, see Appendix Table A7) and even more im-

23



portantly, no longer observe a signi"cant “boomerang e!ect” for individuals with low moral

identity (1 = -0.44, 2 = 0.663, see Appendix Table A7). Importantly, among individuals with

low moral identity, the e!ect of multiple CQs is signi"cantly less negative than the e!ect of a

single CQ (a di!erence of 7.2pp, 2 = 0.010). Among individuals with high moral identity, by

contrast, the e!ects of multiple and single CQs do not di!er signi"cantly (2 = 0.123). These
results are robust to order e!ects in the presentation of the "ve CQs (Appendix Table A9).

Implication 3. Multiple CQs mitigate the negative e!ects of CQs and may promote ethical

decision-making for individuals with high moral identity.

5.4 Decomposition of individual types

In general, our results are in line with motivated moral reasoning. In practice, however, some

participants may engage in motivated moral reasoning while others act according to moral

agency. Although our design does not allow us to disentangle mechanisms for every partici-

pant, we can decompose individual types by examining how each participant’s choices change

between the two waves. We conduct this decomposition at the participant level, tracking for

each individual how frequently and in which direction their decisions switch. Note that this

constitutes a post-hoc analysis, which is not part of the pre-registration. Of the 1,450 partici-

pants, 359 (25%) do not change any of their decisions between waves; since these participants

are consistent in their choices, we are unable to say more about the mechanisms of CQs.

Among the remaining 1,091 (75%) who switch at least one decision, the 566 (39%) with high

moral identity are uninformative for distinguishing mechanisms, because both moral agency

and motivated moral reasoning imply a stronger inclination towards the ethical action whenε𝜍𝜀(𝜗) > 0. This leaves 525 (36%) participants with low moral identity who switch at least

Figure 7: Conceptual decomposition of individual types
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Note. The "gure depicts two examples for the intuitive net utility of two individuals 𝜀 (red), and ℵ
(blue). Individual 𝜀 has ε𝛻𝜀(𝜗) > 0 (red) and ℵ has ε𝛻ℵ (𝜗) < 0 (blue).
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Figure 8: Decomposition results

Switching (n = 1,091, 75%) No switching (n = 359, 25%)

Low MI
(n = 525, 36%)

High MI
(n = 566, 39%)

Motivated moral reasoning
(n = 218, 41.5%)

Moral agency
(n = 149, 28.4%)

Mixed
(n = 158, 30.1%)

Note. Switching refers to individuals who change at least one of their ethical decisions betweenWave
1 (without CQ) and Wave 2 (with CQ); percentages in the top bar are shares of all participants. We
decompose individuals with low moral identity (MI ) who switch into those switching consistently
in line with motivated moral reasoning (blue), consistently in line with moral agency (red), and
those exhibiting both patterns (gray); percentages in the bottom bar are shares of low moral identity
switchers.

once and whose behavior we can decompose.

Figure 7 illustrates our decomposition exercise with a hypothetical example. Consider

two individuals (red and blue) with identical net utilities, both initially favoring the unethical

action (lowmoral identity). Due to di!erences in their decision error, ⊲𝜀, individual red chooses
the unethical action whilst individual blue chooses the ethical action in absence of CQs in

Wave 1. Once confronted with CQs in Wave 2, suppose that blue engages in motivated moral

reasoning. This shifts their net utility to the left, and they switch actions from ethical to

unethical. In contrast, 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 lowmoral identity, we can di!erentiate between the two underlying

mechanisms as follows: If an individual changes from 𝜛 to 𝜚 , this behavior is in line with

motivated moral reasoning. If, in contrast, an individual changes from 𝜚 to 𝜛, it is in line with

moral agency.

Using this de"nition, we classify each of the 525 lowmoral identity participantswho switch

by the direction of their switches. Those whose switches are exclusively from 𝜛 to 𝜚 are con-

sistent with motivated moral reasoning, those whose switches are exclusively from 𝜚 to 𝜛 are

consistent with moral agency, and those who switch in both directions across their decisions

exhibit a mixed pattern. We "nd that 218 (41.5%) switch consistently in line with motivated

moral reasoning, 149 (28.4%) consistently in line with moral agency, and 158 (30.1%) exhibit

both patterns. Figure 8 visualizes this participant-level decomposition across the whole sam-

ple. Thus, roughly 70% of switchers switch in only one direction, and among these motivated

moral reasoning is the modal pattern (59% versus 41%). At the same time, the 30% who switch
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in both directions are consistent with the two mechanisms operating within the same indi-

vidual, or with idiosyncratic noise in individual decisions, which we examine next. Overall,

while we observe more behavior in line with motivated moral reasoning than moral agency,

the decomposition suggests substantial levels of heterogeneity between individuals.22

Some switches may re#ect idiosyncratic noise rather than a genuine change in an indi-

vidual’s reference standard. Control participants, who experience no change in CQ expo-

sure, switch symmetrically across waves (binomial 2 = 0.27), whereas the consistent switches
among low moral identity participants are skewed toward the unethical action (59% versus41%). The participant-level decomposition thus documents seemingly systematic switching

patterns, but does not by itself identify the underlying mechanism, since vignette-speci"c

variation and decision noise may also generate one-directional switches.

6 Discussion and Concluding Remarks

Organizations frequently utilize CQs (contemplation questions) in an attempt to promote eth-

ical decision-making and encourage employees to re#ect on their actions. Presumably, they

particularly target so-called “bad apples”, those (unknown) employees with a higher propen-

sity for unethical behavior (Kish-Gephart et al., 2010). Our results indicate that a single con-

templation question can inadvertently produce a “boomerang e!ect” for this group, increasing

the likelihood that individuals with lower moral identities act unethically. This pattern is con-

sistent with motivated moral reasoning, where individuals use the CQ to justify an already

preferred unethical action. This back"ring is speci"c to isolated CQs rather than a general

property of the tool. When we instead present multiple CQs that invoke di!erent reference

standards, the negative e!ect for individuals with low moral identity disappears (Implication

3), plausibly because justifying an unethical choice against several standards at once is con-

siderably harder. For practice, the message is that the e!ect of CQs depends on how they are

used: a single, isolated CQ can back"re for the very employees it is meant to reach, whereas

a set of CQs spanning several standards mitigates this risk.

Our study has some limitations, as we use stylized vignettes to capture honesty-related

workplace con#icts. Studying the e!ectiveness of CQs within organizations would be the

gold standard, but ethical con#icts 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

22When examining response times in ethical decisions, we also "nd a large variation across individuals, but not
systematic patterns that correlate with individuals characterized by motivated moral reasoning.
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situations that are impossible or at least di$cult to observe within "rms (Gangadharan et al.,

2020). In addition, our design does not identify engagement as the mechanism behind the

moderation observed in Study 2. A direct test would randomly assign participants within the

same study to read versus answer the same CQs and verify that the manipulation changes

engagement. We leave this test to future research.

Our "ndings also have direct implications for practitioners. In particular, they caution

against deploying single, isolated CQs as simple moral primes, for example a lone question on

a poster or in a code of conduct, since these are the prompts that individuals with a weaker

moral compass can use to rationalize unethical choices. If organizations nonetheless wish to

use CQs, our results suggest presenting them as a short checklist that spans several reference

standards rather than as a single question, consistent with the more benign e!ects we observe

for multiple CQs (Implication 3). More broadly, the prominence of CQs within the world’s

largest companies is noteworthy given our results. There may be several reasons why "rms

adopt them so readily. First, anecdotal evidence suggests that large companies, particularly in

the area of ethics and compliance, often adopt “copy-and-paste” approaches to new initiatives,

driven by a fear of falling behind competitors (Taylor, 2024). Second, "rms may prioritize the

signaling value of such initiatives, for example to attract the right talent, over their actual direct

impact, which our study does not evaluate. However, even if virtue signaling is a key motive,

the popularity of CQs in global corporations suggests that practitioners do not expect negative

consequences of such aids. Our study therefore shows the importance of not only carefully

designing behavioral interventions, but also rigorously testing them before implementation,

as even the best-intentioned e!orts can lead to unintended consequences. Future research

should also explore howCQsmight be redesigned or supplemented to avoid reinforcing biased

justi"cations.
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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. Certi"cates

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 treatment condition

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 CQ treatment condition.
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Table A3: Study 1 - Aggregate result of CQs

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Treatment dummy
CQ present 0.030 0.031 0.030 0.033

(0.023) (0.023) (0.023) (0.021)
Situations
Hours worked 0.064*** 0.067*** 0.064***

(0.013) (0.014) (0.013)
Quality of headlights 0.059*** 0.055*** 0.060***

(0.013) (0.014) (0.013)
Environmental certi"cates 0.040** 0.041** 0.040**

(0.013) (0.014) (0.013)
Mistake -0.333*** -0.333***

(0.013) (0.013)
Loyalty -0.084*** -0.085***

(0.012) (0.012)
Mistake + Loyalty -0.169*** -0.170***

(0.013) (0.013)
Controls
Age 0.003***

(0.000)
Female 0.022

(0.011)
Prosociality 0.003

(0.004)
Moral identity 0.060***

(0.012)
Protected values (direct) 0.016

(0.012)
Protected values (indirect) 0.011

(0.006)
Self-e$cacy 0.001

(0.008)
Need for cognition 0.017**

(0.006)
Honesty humility 0.020*

(0.010)
Emotionality 0.006

(0.009)
Extraversion -0.007

(0.009)
Agreeableness 0.007

(0.010)
Conscientiousness -0.002

(0.010)
Openness to experiences -0.010

(0.008)
Risk -0.001

(0.002)
Observations 8,832 8,832 8,832 8,832
Individuals 2,208 2,208 2,208 2,208
Vignette FE X X X
Dilemma FE X X
Controls X

Note.All models present marginal e!ects of probit regression models including random e!ects. The dependent
variable is binary, capturing the ethical choice in each dilemma. Individual controls include age, gender, social
preferences, moral identity, protected values, self-e$cacy, need for cognition, HEXACO traits, and risk prefer-
ences. Random e!ects are included to account for multiple choices per participant. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p <
0.001.
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Table A4: Study 1 - E!ect of CQs on stress, decision di$culty and decision avoidance

Stress Decision Di#culty Decision Avoidance
CQ present 0.116 0.121 0.023

(0.103) (0.102) (0.106)
Hours worked -0.121*** -0.210*** -0.226***

(0.036) (0.039) (0.039)
Quality of headlights 0.233*** 0.108** 0.358***

(0.036) (0.039) (0.039)
Environmental certi"cates 0.180*** 0.103** 0.363***

(0.036) (0.039) (0.039)
Age -0.003 -0.002 -0.006*

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Female 0.239*** 0.134* 0.230***

(0.055) (0.055) (0.057)
Prosociality 0.039* 0.034 0.047*

(0.018) (0.018) (0.019)
Moral identity -0.228*** -0.287*** -0.273***

(0.061) (0.061) (0.064)
Protected values (direct) 0.112 -0.009 0.069

(0.059) (0.059) (0.062)
Protected values (indirect) -0.058* -0.063* -0.049

(0.028) (0.028) (0.029)
Self-e$cacy -0.245*** -0.200*** -0.252***

(0.038) (0.038) (0.040)
Need for cognition -0.063* -0.082** -0.104***

(0.030) (0.030) (0.031)
Honesty humility -0.163*** -0.156*** -0.106*

(0.048) (0.047) (0.049)
Emotionality 0.264*** 0.193*** 0.222***

(0.043) (0.043) (0.045)
Extraversion -0.183*** -0.095* -0.135**

(0.045) (0.045) (0.047)
Agreeableness 0.090 0.100* 0.098*

(0.047) (0.046) (0.048)
Conscientiousness -0.084 -0.071 -0.130**

(0.047) (0.046) (0.049)
Openness to experiences 0.150*** 0.098* 0.120**

(0.041) (0.041) (0.043)
Risk 0.021 0.021 -0.002

(0.012) (0.012) (0.012)
Constant 4.566*** 5.345*** 5.497***

(0.375) (0.372) (0.389)
Observations 8832 8832 8832
Clustered SEs X X X
R2
Note.All models present marginal e!ects of linear regression models including random e!ects. The dependent
variables are stress, decision di$culty and decision avoidance, eachmeasured on a 7-point Likert scale. Individual
controls include age, gender, social preferences, moral identity, protected values, self-e$cacy, need for cognition,
HEXACO traits, and risk preferences. Random e!ects are included to account for multiple choices per participant.
* 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 -1.423*** 0.040*** -0.072***
(0.176) (0.011) (0.012)

Moral identity 0.065*** 0.061
(0.016) (0.061)

Moral identity ς CQ present 0.343***
(0.044)

Mistake -0.009 -0.034 -0.026 0.008
(0.014) (0.053) (0.018) (0.021)

Loyalty -0.043** -0.158** -0.062** -0.023
(0.016) (0.059) (0.021) (0.024)

Mistake + Loyalty -0.085*** -0.301*** -0.090*** -0.077***
(0.014) (0.050) (0.018) (0.021)

Hours worked 0.045** 0.153** 0.075*** 0.015
(0.017) (0.059) (0.023) (0.026)

Quality of headlights 0.085*** 0.298*** 0.096*** 0.074***
(0.014) (0.050) (0.019) (0.021)

Environmental certi"cates 0.096*** 0.339*** 0.105*** 0.089***
(0.015) (0.052) (0.020) (0.022)

Observations 9,672 9,672 4,864 4,808
Vignette FEs X X X X
Dilemma FEs X X X X
Individual controls X X X X

Note.Models (1), (3) and (4) present marginal e!ects of probit regression models including random e!ects. Model
(2) represents standard coe$cients of a probit regression model including random e!ects due to the interaction
term. The dependent variable in all models is binary, capturing the ethical choice in each dilemma. Individual
controls include age, gender, social preferences, moral identity, protected values, self-e$cacy, need for cognition,
HEXACO traits, and risk preferences. Random e!ects are included to account for multiple choices per participant.
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Table A6: Study 2 - CQs are moderated across moral compass

(1) (2) (3)
Moral Identity Honesty-

Humility
Social Value
Orientation

CQ present -1.423*** -0.913*** 0.165***
(0.176) (0.156) (0.041)

Moral identity 0.061
(0.061)

Honesty-humility 0.082* 0.039 0.152***
(0.041) (0.042) (0.037)

Reference: SVO: Altruist
SVO: Prosocial -0.071 -0.099 0.079

(0.054) (0.054) (0.063)
SVO: Individualist -0.414*** -0.443*** -0.071

(0.079) (0.079) (0.095)
SVO: Competitive -0.138 -0.217 0.091

(0.135) (0.135) (0.163)
Moral identity ς CQ present 0.343***

(0.044)
Honesty-humility ς CQ present 0.225***

(0.040)
SVO: Prosocial ς CQ present -0.357***

(0.065)
Reference: SVO: Altruist
SVO: Individualist ς CQ present -0.740***

(0.100)
SVO: Competitive ς CQ present -0.605***

(0.173)
Mistake -0.034 -0.034 -0.035

(0.053) (0.053) (0.053)
Loyalty -0.158** -0.158** -0.158**

(0.059) (0.059) (0.059)
Mistake + Loyalty -0.301*** -0.300*** -0.301***

(0.050) (0.050) (0.050)
Hours worked 0.153** 0.152** 0.154**

(0.059) (0.059) (0.059)
Quality of headlights 0.298*** 0.297*** 0.299***

(0.050) (0.050) (0.050)
Environmental certi"cates 0.339*** 0.338*** 0.343***

(0.052) (0.052) (0.052)
Observations 9672 9672 9672
Vignette FEs X X X
Dilemma FEs X X X
Individual controls X X X

Note.All models present marginal e!ects of probit regression models including random e!ects. The dependent
variable is binary, capturing the ethical choice in each dilemma. Individual controls include age, gender, social
preferences, moral identity, protected values, self-e$cacy, need for cognition, HEXACO traits, and risk prefer-
ences. Random e!ects are included to account for multiple choices per participant. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p <
0.001.
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Table A7: Study 2 – E!ects of categories by high and low moral identity

(1) (2)
High Moral Identity Low Moral Identity

Self 0.082*** -0.128***
(0.022) (0.027)

Peers 0.061* -0.058*
(0.025) (0.025)

Company policy -0.010 -0.097***
(0.025) (0.026)

Law & Reputation 0.041 -0.049
(0.024) (0.026)

Universal Principles 0.007 -0.068**
(0.026) (0.026)

Multiple CQs 0.073** -0.013
(0.023) (0.025)

Observations 9,672 9,672
Controls X X

Note.Both columns present marginal e!ects of a single random-e!ects probit regression. The dependent variable
is binary, capturing the ethical choice in each dilemma. Participants are classi"ed as high or low moral identity
based on a median split of the moral identity scale; we interact a high-moral-identity dummy with each CQ
category and report marginal e!ects separately for the two groups. Each row corresponds to a CQ category,
presented in the same order as in the Study 1 tables, and “Multiple CQs” denotes the treatment in which all
"ve CQs are shown simultaneously. Individual controls include age, gender, social preferences, moral identity,
protected values, self-e$cacy, need for cognition, HEXACO traits, and risk preferences. Random e!ects account
for multiple choices per participant. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Table A8: Study 2 –Multiple-hypothesis-testing correction for themoral-compass heterogene-
ity

Low High

ME 2 6 ME 2 6
Panel A: Moral identity
Self ϖ0.128 < 0.001 < 0.001 0.082 < 0.001 0.001
Peers ϖ0.058 0.019 0.033 0.062 0.013 0.027
Company Policy ϖ0.097 < 0.001 0.001 ϖ0.010 0.684 0.746
Law & Reputation ϖ0.049 0.060 0.089 0.041 0.095 0.127
Universal Principles ϖ0.068 0.009 0.022 0.007 0.793 0.793
Multiple CQs ϖ0.013 0.604 0.724 0.073 0.001 0.003
Panel B: Honesty-humility
Self ϖ0.061 0.008 0.030 0.045 0.106 0.141
Peers ϖ0.041 0.079 0.119 0.052 0.055 0.109
Company Policy ϖ0.088 < 0.001 0.002 ϖ0.001 0.983 0.983
Law & Reputation ϖ0.041 0.070 0.119 0.059 0.034 0.082
Universal Principles ϖ0.069 0.005 0.027 0.022 0.415 0.498
Multiple CQs 0.008 0.724 0.790 0.061 0.018 0.054
Panel C: Social value orientation
Self ϖ0.094 < 0.001 0.001 0.051 0.036 0.062
Peers ϖ0.042 0.077 0.102 0.040 0.125 0.151
Company Policy ϖ0.090 < 0.001 0.001 ϖ0.015 0.557 0.557
Law & Reputation ϖ0.090 < 0.001 0.001 0.086 < 0.001 0.001
Universal Principles ϖ0.129 < 0.001 < 0.001 0.043 0.065 0.097
Multiple CQs ϖ0.028 0.265 0.289 0.084 < 0.001 0.001
Note.Each cell reports the marginal e!ect (ME) of a CQ category on the probability of an ethical decision, esti-
mated from the random-e!ects probit models underlying Table A7 and Appendix Figure A1, separately for partic-
ipants below (Low) and above (High) the median of each moral-compass proxy (moral identity, honesty-humility,
and social value orientation). 2 is the unadjusted p-value and 6 is the Benjamini-Hochberg false-discovery-rate–
adjusted p-value computed within each proxy family (the 12 tests per panel). Themoral-identity e!ects (Panel A),
including the boomerang for low-moral-identity participants, remain signi"cant after correction; a small number
of secondary e!ects signi"cant only at the 0.05 level do not. Individual controls and the estimation sample are
as in Table A7.
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Table A9: Study 2 – Robustness to the display order of the "ve simultaneous CQs

(1) (2)
RE probit Pooled probit

Display position of each CQ (0 = shown #rst)
Self ϖ0.043 ϖ0.033(0.095) (0.065)
Peers ϖ0.088 ϖ0.065(0.087) (0.060)
Company Policy ϖ0.048 ϖ0.042(0.090) (0.065)
Law & Reputation ϖ0.152 ϖ0.106(0.092) (0.063)
Negative framing ϖ0.307 ϖ0.253(0.198) (0.134)
Joint test of positions (4 24 ) 3.15 3.322-value 0.533 0.506
Observations 808 808
Participants 202 202
Individual controls X X
Situation & vignette FEs X X

Note.The sample is restricted to the Wave-2 decisions made under the multiple-CQ treatment, in which all "ve
CQs are presented simultaneously in a randomised order (ℷ = 808 decisions by 202 participants). The dependent
variable is whether the participant made an ethical choice. Each regressor is the display position of the corre-
sponding CQ (coded 0 for shown "rst through 4 for shown last); Universal Principles is the omitted reference,
since the "ve positions are a permutation and sum to a constant. Column (1) is a random-e!ects probit with a
participant-level random e!ect; column (2) is a pooled probit with standard errors clustered by participant. Both
include the same individual controls and situation and vignette "xed e!ects as the main Study 2 speci"cation
(Table A7). Neither any individual position term nor a joint Wald test of all four positions is statistically signi"-
cant, indicating that the e!ect of presenting "ve CQs is not driven by the order in which they appear. * p < 0.05;
** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Figure A1: Study 2 – E!ects of CQs by honesty-humility and social value orientation
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Note.In each panel above, we presentmarginal e!ects of individual CQs from one random-e!ect probit regression.
The dependent binary variable is whether participants made an ethical choice. In the top panel, we present
interactions with a high honesty-humility dummy in blue and with a low honesty-humility dummy in red. In
the bottom panel, we present the same for social value orientation. Coe$cients capture the e!ect relative to
the control condition (Wave 1) in the absence of CQs. We include situation and vignette "xed e!ects, as well
as age, gender, social value orientation, HEXACO as additional individual controls. We also control whether an
individual has a manager, is in a managerial role and how long they have been employed. Regression results are
presented in Appendix A7. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. Bars indicate 95% con"dence intervals.
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Table A10: Study 2 - E!ect of CQs by framing

Positive frame Negative frame
Low moral identity -0.049** -0.088***

(0.017) (0.016)
High moral identity 0.048** 0.037*

(0.016) (0.017)
Observations 4,832 4,840

Note.Each cell reports the marginal e!ect of CQs (Wave 2 relative to the Wave 1 control) on the probability of an
ethical decision, estimated from random-e!ects probit regressions run separately for positively and negatively
framed CQs and split by a median split on moral identity. The frame does not signi"cantly moderate the e!ect of
CQs (frame ς CQ interaction 1 = 1.64, 2 = 0.101). Individual controls include situation and vignette "xed e!ects,
age, gender, social value orientation, HEXACO traits, regulatory focus, moral motivation, and managerial role
and tenure. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

11



A.1 Robustness regressions using pre-registered pooled probit andTo-

bit speci$cations
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Table A11: Study 1 - Aggregate result of CQs (pooled probit)

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

(0.024) (0.024) (0.024) (0.024)
Situations
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 certi"cates 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)
Controls
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-e$cacy 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)
onscientiousness -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 e!ects of pooled probit regression models. The dependent variable is binary,
capturing the ethical choice in each dilemma. Individual controls include age, gender, social preferences, moral
identity, protected values, self-e$cacy, need for cognition, HEXACO traits, and risk preferences. Standard errors
are clustered at the individual level. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Table A12: Study 1 - E!ect of CQs on stress, decision di$culty and decision avoidance (pooled
probit)

Stress Decision Di#culty 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 certi"cates 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-e$cacy -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 marginal e!ects of pooled probit regression models. The dependent variables are stress,
decision di$culty and decision avoidance, each measured on a 7-point Likert scale. Individual controls include
age, gender, social preferences, moral identity, protected values, self-e$cacy, need for cognition, HEXACO traits,
and risk preferences. Standard errors are clustered at the individual level. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Table A13: Study 1 - E!ect of CQs on stress, decision di$culty and decision avoidance (Tobit)

Stress Decision Di#culty Decision Avoidance
CQ present 0.204 0.177 0.073

(0.172) (0.167) (0.173)
Hours worked -0.279*** -0.413*** -0.418***

(0.057) (0.061) (0.059)
Quality of headlights 0.332*** 0.114 0.503***

(0.056) (0.060) (0.058)
Environmental certi"cates 0.261*** 0.136* 0.520***

(0.056) (0.060) (0.058)
Age -0.002 -0.003 -0.007

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004)
Female 0.341*** 0.198* 0.332***

(0.092) (0.089) (0.093)
Prosociality 0.074* 0.055 0.077*

(0.030) (0.030) (0.031)
Moral identity -0.386*** -0.475*** -0.454***

(0.102) (0.100) (0.104)
Protected values (direct) 0.125 -0.048 0.062

(0.099) (0.096) (0.100)
Protected values (indirect) -0.089 -0.100* -0.074

(0.048) (0.046) (0.048)
Self-e$cacy -0.493*** -0.400*** -0.456***

(0.064) (0.062) (0.064)
Need for cognition -0.072 -0.120* -0.159**

(0.050) (0.049) (0.051)
Honesty humility -0.220** -0.202** -0.143

(0.080) (0.078) (0.081)
Emotionality 0.440*** 0.308*** 0.358***

(0.073) (0.071) (0.074)
Extraversion -0.279*** -0.156* -0.191*

(0.075) (0.073) (0.076)
Agreeableness 0.013 0.077 0.055

(0.078) (0.076) (0.079)
Conscientiousness -0.120 -0.093 -0.189*

(0.078) (0.076) (0.079)
Openness to experiences 0.246*** 0.184** 0.187**

(0.069) (0.067) (0.070)
Risk 0.047* 0.046* 0.007

(0.020) (0.019) (0.020)
Constant 5.756*** 6.884*** 6.979***

(0.629) (0.613) (0.636)
Observations 8832 8832 8832

Note.All models are random-e!ects Tobit regressions—the speci"cation pre-registered for the secondary
outcomes—with the dependent variable censored at the lower (1) and upper (7) bounds of the 7-point Likert
scale. The dependent variables are stress, decision di$culty and decision avoidance. Individual controls include
age, gender, social preferences, moral identity, protected values, self-e$cacy, need for cognition, HEXACO traits
and risk preferences. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Table A14: Study 2 - Moral identity as a moderator (pooled probit)

(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 ς 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 certi"cates 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 e!ects of pooled probit regression models. Model (2) represents
standard coe$cients of a pooled probit regression model due to the interaction term. The dependent variable
in all models is binary, capturing the ethical choice in each dilemma. Individual controls include age, gender,
social preferences, moral identity, protected values, self-e$cacy, need for cognition, HEXACO traits, and risk
preferences. Standard errors are clustered at the individual level. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Table A15: Study 2 - Moral identity as a moderator across moral compass (pooled probit)

(1) (2) (3)
Moral Identity Honesty-

Humility
Social Value
Orientation

CQ present -1.222*** -0.782*** 0.141**
(0.206) (0.176) (0.047)

Moral identity 0.053
(0.056)

Honesty-humility 0.068 0.032 0.129***
(0.037) (0.040) (0.034)

Reference: SVO: Altruist
SVO: Prosocial -0.061 -0.085 0.071

(0.047) (0.047) (0.057)
SVO: Individualist -0.365*** -0.388*** -0.060

(0.070) (0.069) (0.083)
SVO: Competitive -0.130 -0.197 0.069

(0.133) (0.128) (0.159)
Moral identity ς CQ present 0.294***

(0.051)
Honesty-humility ς CQ present 0.192***

(0.045)
SVO: Prosocial ς CQ present -0.313***

(0.073)
Reference: SVO: Altruist
SVO: Individualist ς CQ present -0.646***

(0.112)
SVO: Competitive ς CQ present -0.519*

(0.209)
Mistake -0.037 -0.036 -0.037

(0.041) (0.041) (0.041)
Loyalty -0.140** -0.139** -0.140**

(0.046) (0.045) (0.045)
Mistake + Loyalty -0.265*** -0.263*** -0.264***

(0.040) (0.040) (0.040)
Hours worked 0.134** 0.132** 0.133**

(0.050) (0.050) (0.050)
Quality of headlights 0.257*** 0.256*** 0.257***

(0.042) (0.042) (0.042)
Environmental certi"cates 0.294*** 0.292*** 0.295***

(0.044) (0.043) (0.044)
Observations 9672 9672 9672
Vignette FEs X X X
Dilemma FEs X X X
Individual controls X X X

Note.All models present marginal e!ects of pooled probit regression models. The dependent variable is binary,
capturing the ethical choice in each dilemma. Individual controls include age, gender, social preferences, moral
identity, protected values, self-e$cacy, need for cognition, HEXACO traits, and risk preferences. Standard errors
are clustered at the individual level. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Table A16: Study 2 – E!ects of categories by high and low moral identity (pooled probit)

(1) (2)
High Moral Identity Low Moral Identity

Self 0.073* -0.113**
(0.032) (0.035)

Peers 0.079** -0.068*
(0.028) (0.030)

Company policy -0.009 -0.097**
(0.035) (0.031)

Law & Reputation 0.005 -0.019
(0.035) (0.032)

Universal Principles 0.029 -0.093*
(0.035) (0.037)

Multiple CQs 0.058 0.000
(0.030) (0.032)

Observations 8,880 8,880
Controls X X

Note.Both columns present marginal e!ects of a single pooled probit regression model. The dependent variable is
binary, capturing the ethical choice in each dilemma. We interact a dummy for high moral identity with each CQ
category and generate marginal e!ects for low and high moral identity. Individual controls include age, gender,
social preferences, moral identity, protected values, self-e$cacy, need for cognition, HEXACO traits, and risk
preferences. Standard errors are clustered at the individual level. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

Figure A2: Study 2 – E!ects of CQs by moral identity (pooled probit)
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Note.We present marginal e!ects of individual CQs from one pooled probit regression. The dependent binary
variable is whether participants made an ethical choice. We present interactions with a high moral identity
dummy in blue and with a low moral identity dummy in red. Coe$cients capture the e!ect relative to the
control condition (Wave 1) in the absence of CQs. We include situation and vignette "xed e!ects, as well as
age, gender, social value orientation, HEXACO as additional individual controls. We also control whether an
individual has a manager, is in a managerial role and how long they have been employed. Regression results in
tabular form are presented in Appendix A7. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. Bars indicate 95% con"dence
intervals.
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A.2 Open-text justi$cations

As additional, suggestive evidence on the mechanism underlying our results, we draw on a

separate pilot study for Study 2 (ℷ = 562) in which we collected open-text justi"cations for

participants’ choices. Participants faced and answered a subset of CQs before making binary

decisions in three dilemma vignettes, and after each decision an open-text question asked for

the reasons behind it. These justi"cations speak to the contrast between our two mechanisms.

Under moral agency, the reference standard ε𝜑𝜀(𝜗) is "xed, so justi"cations should be similar

regardless of the action chosen. Under motivated moral reasoning, ε𝜑𝜀(𝜗) is endogenous toε𝜍𝜀(𝜗), so those favouring the unethical action adjust their perceived approval to "t it. The

latter implies an asymmetry: justi"cations for the unethical action should draw on whichever

rationale the vignette makes available, whereas justi"cations for the ethical action rest on

more stable standards.

Using keyword dictionaries, we code each open-text response for two types of rationale,

each as a binary indicator equal to one if any corresponding expression appears. The "rst

dissolves the moral cost of the action (denying harm, citing a superior’s instruction, or in-

voking the "rm’s survival); the second highlights it (explicit reference to the deception or

harm, or adoption of the customer’s perspective). Restricting attention to participants who

received contemplation questions (ℷ = 412; 437 unethical versus 670 ethical decisions), the

justi"cations given for the unethical action di!er markedly from those given for the ethical

action (Table A17): those choosing the unethical action refer signi"cantly more often to a cost-

dissolving rationale, and signi"cantly less often to naming the harm or taking the customer’s

perspective.

Table A17: Study 2 pilot — Justi"cation content by chosen action

Unethical action Ethical action 1
Cost-dissolving rationale 52% 17% 12.3φφφ
Names the harm 8% 24% ϖ6.6φφφ
Customer’s perspective 23% 39% ϖ5.5φφφ

Note.Share of open-text justi"cations coded as containing each rationale among pilot participants who received
contemplation questions (ℷ = 412), shown separately for participants who chose the unethical versus the ethical
action. 1-statistics are from two-sample tests of proportions. φφφ 2 < 0.001.

We stress that this evidence is only suggestive. The pilot does not vary CQs within-subject,

so we cannot observe whether an individual’s justi"cations shift when contemplation ques-

tions are introduced, and the observed asymmetry does not di!er between the CQ and control

conditions, so we cannot attribute it to contemplation questions speci"cally. The pattern is

nonetheless consistent with motivated moral reasoning, under which individual valuations
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𝜍𝜀(𝜗) are reinforced through interaction with CQs.
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B Overview of Scales and Questionnaires

All scales below are translated from German

B.1 Study 1

Integrated within Main Study

Decision Di#culty (Hanselmann & Tanner, 2008)

Please now think of the decision you made at the end of the situation. To what extent do the

following characteristics apply from your point of view? (7-point Likert scale, 1 – Does not

apply at all; 7 – Applies very much)

1. I found it di$cult to make the decision.

2. I was very uncertain about this decision.

3. It took me a long time to make a decision.

Decision Stress (Hanselmann & Tanner, 2008)

Please now think of the decision you made at the end of the situation. To what extent do the

following characteristics apply from your point of view? (7-point Likert scale, 1 – Does not

apply at all; 7 – Applies very much)

1. This decision stressed me.

2. I found this decision burdensome.

3. I felt overwhelmed by this decision.

Decision Avoidance (based on Janis & Mann, 1977)

Please now think of the decision you made at the end of the situation. To what extent do the

following characteristics apply from your point of view? (7-point Likert scale, 1 – Does not

apply at all; 7 – Applies very much)

1. I would have preferred to avoid the decision.

2. I would have preferred to leave the decision to others.

3. I would have preferred to postpone the decision.
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Separate Questionnaire to Elicit Personality Traits

Moral Identity (Black & Reynolds, 2016)

Please indicate for all the statements listed to what extent you agree with each one. (5-point

Likert scale, 1 - Do not agree at all; 5 - Strongly agree)

1. I try to be honest in most things I do.

2. Not hurting other people is one of the rules I live by.

3. It is important to me to treat other people fairly.

4. I want other people to know that they can rely on me.

5. I always act in a way that bene"ts other people the most and harms them the least.

6. If an action would harm another person, I try to avoid it, even if no one would ever "nd

out.

7. One of the most important things in life is to do what you know is right.

8. Once I have decided what is right, I make sure I do it.

9. As long as I decide to do something that helps me, it doesn’t matter much if other people

are harmed.

10. It is okay to do something you know is wrong if the reward is great.

Falk Survey Questions (Falk et al., 2023)

Risk

General Assessment: How do you assess yourself personally? Are you generally a risk-

taking person or do you try to avoid risks? (Likert scale 0 to 10: 0 = not at all willing to take

risks, 10 = very willing to take risks)

Risk (Gneezy & Potters, 1997)

Imagine you receive 80 Euros from us. You can invest part of this money in a lottery. In the

lottery you have a 50% chance of winning.

How does the payout work?

• You roll a die. If you roll a four or higher, you win. The amount you invested in the

lottery will be multiplied by 2.5 and paid out to you. If you roll a three or lower, you

lose your investment. You may keep any amount you did not invest in any case.

What amount would you like to invest?
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Table B18: Possible Payouts

Your Investment Roll: 1, 2, 3 Roll: 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

How do you assess your willingness to share with others without expecting anything in return

when it comes to charitable causes? (Likert scale 0 to 10: 0 = not at all willing, 10 = verywilling)

Trust

How do you assess yourself personally? "If I am not otherwise convinced, I assume that people

have the best intentions." (Likert scale 0 to 10: 0 = does not describe me at all, 10 = describes

me very well)

Positive Reciprocity

How do you assess yourself personally? "If someone does me a favor, I am willing to return

it." (Likert scale 0 to 10: 0 = not at all willing, 10 = very willing)

Self-E#cacy (Hannah & Avolio, 2010)

I am con"dent that I can...

1. ...admit a mistake.

2. ...resist others who demand something immoral from me.

3. ...not let myself be led astray from the right path.

4. ...handle di$cult situations competently.
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Protected Values (Gibson et al., 2013)

Evaluation of Managerial Decisions

Due to their performance-based compensation, managers have the incentive to alter infor-

mation in public reports. What do you think of managers altering company information in

reports to their advantage? Please select the response that applies to you. (7-point Likert scale,

1 – not immoral at all; 7 – very immoral)

1. Immoral

2. Praiseworthy

3. Shameful

4. Outrageous

5. Acceptable

Value of Honesty in this Situation

Due to their performance-based compensation, managers have the incentive to alter infor-

mation in public reports. Some see this as a violation of the principle of honesty, others as

the protection of personal interests. What do you think about the value of honesty in such a

situation?

Regarding the value "Honesty"... (7-point Likert scale, 1 – do not agree at all; 7 – strongly

agree)

1. ... it is something that should not be sacri"ced, no matter how great the ("nancial or

other) bene"t.

2. ... it is something that cannot be expressed in monetary terms.

3. ... I think it is right to make cost-bene"t considerations.

4. ... I can be #exible if the situation requires it.

5. ... it is about things or values that are inviolable.

HEXACO (de Vries, 2013)

Please indicate to what extent you agree with the following statements. (5-point Likert scale,

1 = do not agree at all; 5 = strongly agree)

1. I can look at a painting for a long time.

2. I make sure that things are always in the right place.

3. I remain unfriendly toward someone who was mean to me.

4. Nobody wants to talk to me.
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5. I am afraid of feeling pain.

6. I "nd it di$cult to lie.

7. I "nd science boring.

8. I procrastinate on complicated tasks as long as possible.

9. I often criticize.

10. I easily make contact with strangers.

11. I worry less than others.

12. I would like to know how I can make a lot of money dishonestly.

13. I have a lot of imagination.

14. I work very precisely.

15. I quickly agree with others.

16. I like to talk to others.

17. I can cope well on my own to overcome di$culties.

18. I want to be famous.

19. I like people with strange ideas.

20. I often do things without really thinking.

21. Even when treated badly, I remain calm.

22. I am rarely lively.

23. I cry at sad or romantic movies.

24. I feel entitled to special treatment.

Need for Cognition (Beißert et al., 2014)

The following statements may apply to you to a greater or lesser extent. Please indicate for

each statement the extent to which it generally applies to you personally. (7-point Likert scale,

1 – does not apply at all; 7 – fully applies)

1. It is enough for me to simply know the answer without understanding the reasons for

the answer to a problem.

2. I like it when my life is full of tricky tasks I have to solve.

3. I would prefer more complicated problems to simple ones.

4. I primarily think because I have to.
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B.2 Study 2

Integrated within Main Study

Decision Con$dence (Combination of 3 Scales in Study 1)

Please now think of the decision you made at the end of the situation. To what extent do the

following characteristics apply from your point of view? (7-point Likert scale, 1 – Does not

apply at all; 7 – Applies very much)

1. I am con"dent that I made the right decision.

2. I feel up to such situations.

3. I would have preferred to leave the decision to others.

4. This decision feels right.

5. I found this decision burdensome.

Emotions (Krohne et al., 1996 - PANAS)

Please now think of the decision you made at the end of the last situation. How did you feel

afterwards?

1. Guilty

2. Nervous

3. Ashamed

4. Distressed

5. Confused

6. Proud

7. Strong

8. Determined

9. Excited

10. Joyful

Moral Disengagement (based on Barsky, 2011)

Please now think of the decision you made at the end of the last situation. To what extent do

the following statements apply to you?

1. If it helps employees do their job, it is okay to deceive others.

2. It is okay to stretch the truth to protect the company.

3. If an employee has to stretch the truth to get their job done, they cannot be blamed for

lying.
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4. Employees cannot be held responsible for misconduct if they feel pressured by others to

do it.

5. Employees cannot be blamed for exaggerating the truth if all other employees are doing

it.

Separate Questionnaire to Elicit Personality Traits

Regulatory Focus (Crowe & Higgins, 1997)

In this series of questions, you will be asked about certain events in your life. (5-point Likert

scale, 1 – never or rarely; 5 – very often)

1. Compared to most people, are you usually not able to achieve in life what you want?

2. As a child, did you ever “cross boundaries” by doing things your parents did not tolerate?

3. How often have you been motivated by achieving goals to work even harder?

4. Did you often annoy your parents during your childhood?

5. How often did you follow your parents’ rules and regulations?

6. As a child, did you ever behave in a way that your parents found reprehensible?

7. Do you often succeed at various things you try?

8. I have sometimes gotten into trouble because I was not careful enough.

9. When I want to achieve goals that are important to me, my performance is often not as

good as I would like.

10. I have the impression that I have made progress regarding my personal success in life.

11. I have very few hobbies or interests that I can get excited about or that motivate me to

strive for them.

Moral Identity (Black & Reynolds, 2016)

As in Study 1

Falk Risk (Falk et al., 2023)

As in Study 1

Social Value Orientation (Murphy et al., 2011)

In this task, imagine that you are randomly paired with another person whom we will refer to

as the other person. This other person is someone you do not know and remains anonymous
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to both sides. All of your decisions are also anonymous. You will make a series of hypothetical

decisions about the allocation of Euros between yourself and this other person.

Please indicate for each of the following questions the allocation you most prefer. There

are no right or wrong answers, this is only about personal preferences.

Table B19: Money distributions between you and the other person

You receive Other receives

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)

Please indicate for each reason in the three questions below how important you consider it to

be for yourself: (5-point Likert scale, 1 = not important at all; 5 = very important)

DoGood

How important is each of the following reasons why you might do something good for some-

one?

1. Because I want others to be nice to me.

2. Because I want other people to think I am a nice person.

3. Because I think it is good to do nice things for others.

4. Because I am a nice person.
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Steal

How important is each of the following reasons why you would not take something that does

not belong to you?

1. Because if I get caught, I could get into trouble.

2. Because other people would be disappointed in me.

3. Because I consider stealing to be unjust.

4. Because I do not see myself as a person who is unjust.

Truth

How important is each of the following reasons why you would decide to tell the truth if you

had the opportunity to lie?

1. Because I do not want to get into trouble if I lie.

2. Because I do not want people to think of me as a liar.

3. Because I think it is right to tell the truth.

4. Because I see myself as an honest person.
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C Screenshots

This appendix contains screenshots documenting the study’s implementation. Each screen-

shot is annotated with a number in the top right corner indicating its sequence of implemen-

tation. The numbering restarts at the beginning of each page.

Table C20 outlines the order which participants followed. The CQ intervention screens

showcase the di!erences in interacting with CQs between Study 1 and Study 2.

Table C20: Order of tasks completed by participants

Order Phase Content

1 Welcome Welcome screen and informed consent

2 Instructions Task instructions and selection of pro"le photo

3 Vignette decision Repeated 4ς (randomly drawn Vignette ς Scenario combination).
Each vignette presents:
• Vignette ς Situation content
• CQ intervention screen (absent in control condition)
• Decision screen
• Decision certainty rating (after each vignette)

4 Post-survey Post-intervention survey
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Figure C3: Start screens

1 2

3 4
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Figure C4: Start screens cont’d

1 2
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Vignette: Car accessories

Figure C5: Workplace scenario: Self

1 2
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Figure C6: Workplace scenario: Loyalty + Mistake

1 2

3
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Figure C7: CQ interventions

Study 1 Study 2

Figure C8: Decision screen

1 2
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Vignette: Hours worked

Figure C9: Workplace scenario: Loyalty

1 2

3
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Figure C10: Workplace scenario: Mistake

1 2

3
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Figure C11: CQ interventions

Study 1 Study 2

Figure C12: Decision screen

1 2
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Vignette: Headlights

Figure C13: Workplace scenario: Mistake + Loyalty

1 2

3
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Figure C14: Workplace scenario: Loyalty

1 2

3
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Figure C15: CQ interventions

Study 1 Study 2

Figure C16: Decision screen

1 2
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Vignette: Environmental certi$cates

Figure C17: Workplace scenario: Mistake

1 2

3
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Figure C18: Workplace scenario: Self

1 2
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Figure C19: CQ interventions

Study 1 Study 2

Figure C20: Decision screen

1 2
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Post intervention survey

Figure C21: Decision certainty and completion - After each vignette

1 2

Figure C22: Post intervention survey - After last vignette

1 2

3 4
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Figure C23: Post intervention survey cont’d

1 2
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D Examples of Contemplation Questions

Figure D24: Contemplation questions example at Walmart (top) and Sinopec (bottom)
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E Pre-registrations

Belowwe include pre-registrations for Study 1 (https://osf.io/gk2er) and Study 2 (https://osf.io/g3ewa)

respectively. Commentswithin the pre-registrations highlight deviations from the pre-registration

within the paper.

E.1 Study 1

Hypotheses

1. On average, CQs reduce unethical choices compared to an absence of CQs.

2. Along with the e!ects on unethical decisions, we also expect CQs to reduce con#ict

perception, decision uncertainty, stress and decision avoidance. CQs are e!ective across

studied dilemma situations (self, mistake, loyalty — see design plan for de"nitions).

3. CQs di!er in their e!ectiveness. Among the four categories of CQs under evaluation, we

expect Universal Principles > Inner Voice > Law & Public > Policies > Peers (with “>”
indicating greater e!ectiveness). This order is based on a previously conducted survey,

thus the "nal order might di!er. Thus, whilst expecting heterogeneity by category, we

do not have a strong prior regarding the order.

4. Additionally, we also expect heterogeneity in the e!ectiveness of CQs within each cat-

egory.

5. Measured personality traits in wave 1 (see below) serve as moderators in the e!ective-

ness of CQs.

E.1.1 Design Plan

Study type

Experiment — A researcher randomly assigns treatments to study subjects, this includes "eld

or lab experiments. This is also known as an intervention experiment and includes randomized

controlled trials.

Blinding

For studies that involve human subjects, they will not know the treatment group to which

they have been assigned.
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Is there any additional blinding in this study?

No data

Study design

We have a between subject design with 1 factor (CQ) with 16 levels. 15 di!erent CQs and a

control group where the CQ is absent. We conduct our study using incentivised vignettes.

We employ a total of 4 distinct vignettes, each in 4 variations to capture a range of dilemma

situations. The "rst variation is labelled self, where the vignette describes a scenario with

a temptation of a higher payo!. The second is mistake, where a mistake has occurred and

correcting it would be ethical. The third is a con#ict of loyalty, where within the vignette

subjects receive pressure from another individual. Lastly, we combine mistake and loyalty

in the fourth variation. This yields a total of 4ς4 vignettes that all have the same incentive

structure (higher payo! for unethical decision). Each vignette is followed by a binary choice

to behave ethically or unethically. At the point of decision, we present participants with a

randomly drawn CQ to examine its e!ect on decision making. Each participant experiences

four di!erent vignettes in four di!erent variationswith a unique CQ. In addition to choice data,

we also collect information on decision certainty, decision avoidance and stress as secondary

outcome variables after each decision.

Randomization

Wewill use simple randomisation, where each participant will be randomly assigned to one of

the 15 CQs (or control) and 4 of the vignettes according to the design described above. Using

Qualtrics, the randomisation ensures somewhat even distribution across treatments.

E.1.2 Sampling Plan

Existing Data

Registration prior to creation of data

Explanation of existing data

No data
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Data collection procedures

Participants will be recruited through the panel service provider Bilendi Respondi. Partici-

pants reside in Germany, are at least 18 years old and currently in employment (at least 6

months in the past 2 years). To study personality traits, we collect data across two waves.

First, we conduct a number of survey measures (see details below), and then the main study

one week later. In total, participants receive e3 for participating in the study and can earn

an additional e5 depending on their decisions. We aim at a mean payment of e15 per hour.

Bilendi Respondi will recruit participants via E-Mail. The study is programmed using Qualtrics

and is accessed directly by the participants.

Deviation from pre-registration. Eligibility for participations additionally required participants

to be aged ⋝ 67 and not self-employed.

Sample size

Our target sample size is 1,920 participants evenly distributed across dilemma situations and

CQs. To achieve this sample, we "rst recruit 2,500 participants in wave 1, hoping to have 2,000

remaining in wave 2 accounting for attrition.

Sample size rationale

Our aim is to sample 30 observations per possible combination of dilemma and CQ. Since we

are utilising 4 dilemmas in 4 variations, we have 16 dilemmas. In addition, we examine 15

CQs (+ 1 control), yielding 16ς16 = 256 possible combinations. However, since each subject

completes 4 separate situations, we require 256/4ς30 = 1,920 participants. This allows us to

compare categories of dilemmas and CQs with substantive statistical power whilst also en-

abling us to compare single combinations of dilemmas and CQs.

Stopping rule

No data

E.1.3 Variables

Manipulated variables

We manipulate the presence of CQs; this is our exogenous treatment variation.
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Measured variables

The main outcome variable is the share of ethical decisions per dilemma variation. In addition,

we also conduct survey questions regarding decision certainty (3 items), decision avoidance

(3 items) and stress (3 items) after every decision. We also study the e!ect of CQs on lying in a

die incentivised die roll task. In wave 1 we measure self-e$cacy (3 items), risk (2 items), social

preferences (3 items), cognitive skill (2 items), moral identity (20 items), protected values (12

items), need for cognition (4 items), the HEXACO (24 items) and additional individual and

company demographics.

Indices

We will treat the utilised scales as they have been used within the literature. In case there are

no clear guidelines from the literature, we take the mean of the survey items regarding the

di!erent dimensions outlined in the previous question. We allow ourselves to exclude items

as a result of factor analyses or substantive cross-correlations.

E.1.4 Analysis Plan

Statistical models

We will use Chi-square tests to analyse the e!ect of CQs on the share of ethical decisions.

Regarding our secondary outcome variables, we utilise Wilcoxon rank-sum tests to explore

di!erences in the reported Likert scales. We will do so in aggregate across all CQs and then

examine CQs based on their categories. Lastly, we will also examine each CQ individually to

explore additional heterogeneities. Similarly, we will also examine di!erences across dilemma

situations (pooled by category and then individually). Whenever we pool data, we create

means of the outcome variables in line with the level of aggregation. For more detailed anal-

yses, we utilise Probit regressions with choice as the dependent variable and errors clustered

on the individual level to control for individual demographics and study other individual-level

variables (risk, social preferences, lying aversion). For the secondary outcome variables, we

use Tobit regressions, to account for censoring at upper (7) and lower (1) bounds. Dummies

for CQ and dilemmas (depending on level of aggregation) capture our treatment e!ects. To

explore personality traits, we regress measured characteristics on ethical choice or perception

using probit and Tobit speci"cations. To examine moderation, we explore mean personality

traits between treatment and control group conditional on their ethical choice.
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Deviation from pre-registration. The paper reports random-e!ects probit models (and linear

random-e!ects models for the secondary outcomes) as the primary speci"cation, rather than pooled

probit / Tobit with individual-clustered standard errors. We report the pre-registered pooled-probit

models as robustness checks in Appendix A.1; results are materially unchanged.

Transformations

No data

Inference criteria

We will use the standard 2 < 0.01, 2 < 0.05 and 2 < 0.1 criteria for determining if any of the

tests suggest that the results are signi"cantly di!erent from zero. We will report all relevant

levels of signi"cance in the article.

Deviation from pre-registration. We decided to adopt a more stringent signi"cance criteria in

the paper at the 2 < 0.05, 2 < 0.01 and 2 < 0.001 levels (rather than 2 < 0.01, 2 < 0.05 and 2 < 0.1).
Data exclusion

We exclude data when there is clear evidence that participants did not complete the study

thoroughly. Left/Right-clicking on surveys, excessively fast/slow completion or failed atten-

tion checks will lead to exclusion. However, we will also examine the results including all

participants to explore robustness. If participants indicated a complication when interacting

with the study (using our feedback option or reaching out to us via email), we will exclude

them from the analysis.

Missing data

If a participant does not complete the study, they are excluded from the analysis.

Exploratory analysis

1. To benchmark our vignettes, we also expect CQs to increase honesty in the incentivised

die roll task. Since some of the CQs are worded explicitly for company contexts, it is

unclear whether these will also be e!ective in a die roll task.

2. In addition to examining e!ects of CQs on thementioned outcome variables, wewill also

examine whether the secondary outcomes can serve as moderators. We conjecture that
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CQs only a!ect ethical decision making when there are substantive changes in decision

certainty, decision avoidance or stress.

3. We further conjecture that stress might increase in the presence of CQs. Thus, despite

a shift towards ethical behaviour, there may be a cost in terms of stress. To study this,

we also conduct a ‘cost-bene"t’ analysis to study “costs” of more ethical decisions.

4. Lastly, since we previously collected hypothetical survey data across two studies, asking

about the perceived utility of di!erent CQs, we will compare our experimental "ndings

with the predictions of this survey. Moreover, we also collected information on which

CQs are used in various international companies. This information will also be com-

pared to the experimental e!ectiveness in our study presented above.

Other

No data

E.2 Study 2

Hypotheses

1. Irrespective of the presence of CQs, participants with pro-ethical responses behavemore

ethically, and vice versa for pro-unethical responses.

2. CQs do not a!ect ethical decisions on averagewithout taking pro-ethical or pro-unethical

responses into account.

3. Pro-ethical responses to CQs are associatedwith an increase in ethical decisions, whereas

pro-unethical responses lead to a decrease in ethical behaviour.

E.2.1 Design Plan

Study type

Experiment — A researcher randomly assigns treatments to study subjects, this includes "eld

or lab experiments. This is also known as an intervention experiment and includes randomized

controlled trials.
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Blinding

For studies that involve human subjects, they will not know the treatment group to which

they have been assigned.

Is there any additional blinding in this study?

No

Study design

We employ a within-participant design using 1 factor (CQ) with 13 levels. 5 individual CQs or

5 CQs together (6 levels), both in a positive or negative frame (ς2 level) and a control group (1
level) where the CQ is absent. As in Study 1, we conduct our study using incentivised vignettes.

We include a within-participant design where each person "rst encounters 4 vignettes in 4

distinct situations as in Study 1. In Wave 1, all participants make a binary decision (with

higher payo! for unethical decision) without facing any CQs. In Wave 2, participants are then

randomly assigned to one of the 13 treatment groups (5ς positive single CQ, 5ς negative single
CQ, 1ς positive 5 CQs, 1ς negative 5 CQs, or Control condition) and face parallel vignettes

with another 4 ethical decisions. The set-up of the vignettes is described below in section

‘data collection procedures’. At the end of each of the two waves we also collect data on moral

disengagement, decision con"dence and emotions. Lastly, in a third wave, we elicit data on

personality traits.

Randomization

We will use simple randomisation in Wave 2, where each participant will be randomly as-

signed to one of the 13 CQ- or control conditions. Using Qualtrics, the randomisation ensures

somewhat even distribution across treatments.

E.2.2 Sampling Plan

Existing Data

Registration prior to creation of data

Explanation of existing data

We have two sources of existing data. First, we conducted Study 1, registered in the same

OSF project. We did not "nd any statistically signi"cant e!ect of CQs. We consider a lack of
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engagement with the CQs to be one possible explanation for this "nding. Consequently, the

evaluation of CQs the participants were confronted with is a key part of Study 2. Motivated

by this we already conducted a pilot study, where we asked participants to respond to CQs,

allowing us to classify them as pro-ethical or pro-unethical and re"ne our methodology for

this registered study.

Data collection procedures

Participants will be recruited through the panel service provider Bilendi Respondi. Partici-

pants reside in Germany, are at least 18 years old and currently in employment (at least 6

months in the past 2 years). Overall, we collect data across three waves. In both, Wave 1 and

2, we conduct our within-participant design. In each wave participants face 4 distinct ethical

dilemmas and corresponding decisions. The dilemmas in each Wave are parallel vignettes (la-

belled A and B) that half of the participants experience in order AB and the other half in order

BA. This allows us to control for potential e!ects due to di!erences in the parallel vignettes.

In a subsequent Wave 3, we collect data on personality traits.

Sample size

Our target sample size is 100 observations for each treatment condition. Since we have 13

di!erent conditions, this amounts to 1,300 observations in total. Considering attrition between

waves of around 20% and using 3 waves, we invite 2,050 participants in Wave 1 to ensure our

target of 100 per treatment by Wave 3.

Sample size rationale

No data

Stopping rule

No data

E.2.3 Variables

Manipulated variables

We manipulate the presence of CQs; this is our exogenous treatment variation. 5 CQs are

presented either individually (one for each of 5 identi"ed categories) or as 5 simultaneously.
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We also vary whether presented CQs are positively or negatively framed. In the case of 5 CQs,

all CQs are framed either positively or negatively.

Deviation from pre-registration. As positive and negative CQ framing showed no di!erential ef-

fects, the 13 treatment conditions are pooled across frame in the analysis ("ve single-CQ conditions,

one multiple-CQ condition, and control).

Measured variables

The main outcome variable is the share of ethical decisions in each treatment condition. In

Wave 2, we also elicit participants’ responses to the CQ they faced. This will allow us to

categorise participants into pro-ethical and pro-unethical types in treatment and control con-

ditions. In addition, at the end ofWave 1 andWave 2 we also conduct survey questions regard-

ing moral disengagement, decision con"dence and emotional a!ect after the "nal decision of

each wave. In Wave 3, we collect data on moral identity, regulatory focus, social value ori-

entation and HEXACO as personality traits. Lastly, in addition to demographics, we also ask

participants at the end of Wave 2 to remember the CQ they faced as a manipulation check.

Indices

We will treat utilised scales as they have been used within the literature. In case there are

no clear guidelines from the literature, we take the mean of the survey items regarding the

di!erent dimensions outlined in the previous question. We allow ourselves to exclude items

as a result of factor analyses or substantive cross-correlations.

E.2.4 Analysis Plan

Statistical models

We will use Chi-square tests to analyse the e!ect of CQs on the share of ethical decisions.

This will also be used when examining pro-ethical and pro-unethical respondents separately.

Regarding secondary outcome variables, we utilise Wilcoxon rank-sum tests to explore di!er-

ences in the reported Likert scales. We will do so in aggregate across all CQs and then examine

CQs across treatment conditions. Meaning, we split positively and negatively framed CQs, as

well as single and multiple CQs. We also examine each CQ treatment individually. Since a

key focus is pro-ethical and pro-unethical responses to CQs, this constitutes an endogenous

sample split. We therefore utilise the split in pro-ethical and pro-unethical from Wave 2, to

also split the sample in the control condition in Wave 1. This ensures that any di!erences

56



between control and treatment conditions are not due to unobserved individual characteris-

tics, but because of our CQ manipulation. Whenever we pool data, we create means of the

outcome variables in line with the level of aggregation. For more detailed analyses, we utilise

Probit regressions with ethical choice (= 1) as the dependent variable and errors clustered on

the individual level to control for individual demographics and study other individual-level

variables. For secondary outcome variables, we use Tobit regressions, to account for censor-

ing at upper and lower bounds. Dummies for CQs (depending on level of aggregation) capture

our treatment e!ects. To explore personality traits, we regress measured characteristics on

ethical choice or perception using probit and Tobit speci"cations. To examine moderation,

we explore mean personality traits between treatment and control group conditional on their

ethical choice.

Deviation from pre-registration. The con"rmatory analysis reported in the paper moderates

the e!ect of CQs by moral identity, rather than by the pre-registered split into pro-ethical and pro-

unethical responses to the CQs. Since responses to CQs are endogenous to the decision-making

process, we decided to focus on moderation by personality traits instead. In the data we observe a

signi"cant correlation between pro-ethical and pro-unethical responses to positively framed CQs

and moral identity (𝜑 = 0.19, 2 < 0.001), which is why we opted for moderation by moral identity

in the end. We restrict this correlation to positively framed CQs because response behaviour for

negatively framed CQs is inconsistent due to double negatives. This moral identity moderation,

and the accompanying decomposition of switching behaviour across waves (Section 5.4), were not

pre-registered; robustness using honesty humility and social value orientation is reported in the

Appendix. As in Study 1, the primarymodels are random-e!ects probit rather than pooled/clustered

probit (reported as robustness), and secondary outcomes use linear rather than Tobit speci"cations.

Transformations

No data

Inference criteria

We will use the 2 < 0.01, 2 < 0.05 and 2 < 0.1 criteria for determining if any of the tests

suggest that the results are signi"cantly di!erent from zero. We will report all relevant levels

of signi"cance in the article.

Deviation from pre-registration. We decided to adopt a more stringent signi"cance criteria in

the paper at the 2 < 0.05, 2 < 0.01 and 2 < 0.001 levels (rather than 2 < 0.01, 2 < 0.05 and 2 < 0.1).

57



Data exclusion

We exclude data when there is clear evidence that participants did not complete the study

thoroughly. Left/Right-clicking on surveys, excessively fast/slow completion or failed atten-

tion checks will lead to exclusion. However, we will also examine the results including all

participants to explore robustness. If participants indicated a complication when interacting

with the study (using our feedback option or reaching out to us via email), we will exclude

them from the analysis.

Missing data

If a participant does not complete the study, they are excluded from the analysis.

Exploratory analysis

Since the focus of Study 2 is on the engagement with the CQs, we consider analyses related

to this as our primary objective, registered under “hypotheses” above. Here we list analyses

that consider other treatment manipulations we include (i.e. positive, negative framing and

multiple CQs) and possible mechanisms we aim to explore.

1. We expect di!erences in positively and negatively framed CQs. Positive framing is ex-

pected to lead to a more pronounced e!ect of CQs compared to a negative frame.

2. We also expect pro-ethical respondents facing multiple CQs to make more ethical deci-

sions relative to no CQs or single CQ-Treatments.

3. We hypothesisemoral disengagement to be an underlyingmechanism in explaining a re-

duction in ethical decisions for participants with pro-unethical responses. Thus, higher

levels of moral disengagement for pro-unethical responses and pro-ethical responses

combined with unethical decisions.

4. Elicited personality traits allow us to characterise participants that respond pro-ethically

and pro-unethically. We will also analyse them as potential moderators in the e!ect of

CQs.

Other

No data
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E.3 Outcomes of Pre-registered Hypotheses

The table below reports the outcome of each pre-registered main hypothesis. Statistics match

the main-text analyses where available and the pre-registered test otherwise.

# Pre-registered prediction Result Verdict

Study 1
H1 CQs increase ethical (reduce unethical) choices

on average
No e!ect (1 = 1.34,2 = 0.18) Not supported

H2 CQs reduce con#ict/uncertainty, stress, and
decision avoidance

No reduction (Wilcoxon:
stress 1 = ϖ1.6; di$culty1 = ϖ1.8; avoidance1 = ϖ0.7; all 2 > 0.07)

Not supported

H3 E!ectiveness di!ers across categories, in a
predicted order

No joint di!erence
(4 2(4) = 8.4, 2 = 0.08) Not supported

H4 E!ectiveness di!ers within categories No joint heterogeneity
(4 2(15) = 23.9, 2 = 0.07);
within-category n.s. except
Company Policy
(4 2(2) = 9.7, 2 = 0.008)

Not supported

H5 Personality traits moderate CQ e!ectiveness Moral identity ς CQ n.s.
(1 = 1.3, 2 = 0.18) Not supported

Study 2
H1 Pro-ethical responders act more ethically (and

vice versa)
0.74 vs. 0.69 ethical share
(1 = 5.6, 2 < 0.001) Supported

H2 No average e!ect of CQs on ethical decisions 1 = ϖ1.81, 2 = 0.07 Supported
H3 Pro-ethical responses raise, pro-unethical

responses lower ethical choices
CQ e!ect +5.6pp
(pro-ethical) vs. ϖ6.6pp
(pro-unethical), both2 < 0.001; interaction1 = 7.2, 2 < 0.001

Supported

E.4 Secondary and Exploratory Measures

Study 1

Die-roll benchmark. As a benchmark outside the workplace vignettes, we pre-registered

whether CQs increase honesty in an incentivized die-roll task. They do not: 10.3% of partic-

ipants exposed to a CQ misreport the die versus 5.8% in the control, a di!erence that is not

signi"cant and, if anything, runs in the opposite direction (4 2(1) = 2.9, 2 = 0.09; the control
cell is small, 7 = 139). We "nd no di!erences across CQ categories (4 2(5) = 3.3, 2 = 0.66).

59



There are also very low levels of dishonesty (9.96%) in the die roll task across the sample, likely

related to low incentives for this task.

Secondary outcomes asmoderators. We further conjectured that CQs a!ect ethical choices

only when they shift decision certainty, stress, or avoidance. Interacting CQ presence with

each secondary outcome yields no signi"cant moderation (joint 4 2(3) = 2.8, 2 = 0.42).
Study 2

Moral disengagement. We pre-registered an exploratory hypothesis with moral disengage-

ment as a possible mechanism. State moral disengagement is higher for unethical choices

(mean 2.82) than for ethical decisions (2.10, di!erence 1 = ϖ29.6, 2 < 0.001), but it is unaf-
fected by CQs (2 = 0.41). Moral disengagement thus tracks the decision itself rather than the

initial inclination of participants.

Regulatory focus. Consistent with our conjecture that traits both characterise responders

and moderate CQ e!ects, prevention focus predicts ethical choices (1 = 2.5, 2 = 0.014), is
higher among pro-ethical responders (2 = 0.006), and moderates the CQ e!ect much like

moral identity (prevention ς CQ, 1 = 2.8, 2 = 0.005). Promotion focus does not signi"cantly

predict ethical choices (2 = 0.11), distinguish responder types, or moderate the CQ e!ect.

Moral motivation. The four moral-motivation subscales (Krettenauer & Casey, 2015) enter

our regressions as individual controls and are not analysed as focal moderators.

Recall. Overall, 53% of treated participants recalled the CQ. Because no comparable recall

measure was collected in Study 1 and recall was associated with moral identity, we do not use

recall as a measure of di!erential engagement across the two studies.
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F The Role of Detectability

Since it is plausible that the probability of detection a!ects ethical decision making as well as

interacts with the e!ectiveness of speci"c CQs, we tested these dimensions, i.e., the chance of

having the unethical action being observed in a distinct sub-study. Here, we are particularly

interested in whether speci"c CQs that relate to the public (i.e., newspaper question) have

a di!erent e!ect than CQs that relate to other reference groups. Our experimental design

follows a within-subject set-up as utilized in Study 2. In Wave 1, participants face ethical

dilemmas without exposure to CQs, in a subsequent wave (Wave 2) they face a parallel set of

vignettes, now interacting with a single or multiple CQs. Participants either face the self CQ,

the law and reputation CQ or all 5 CQs simultaneously. The vignettes are identical to Study 2.

See the main text for details.

Crucially, we now vary the chance of their action being observed. In the low detectability

scenario, participants have a 1% chance that their action is being shown to another person.

In the high detectability case, this likelihood is 25%. We implement this treatment variation

for real, by recruiting additional participants that observe the action of our "decision sample"

with the above probabilities.

This leaves us with a 3x2 treatment design, with three di!erent CQ treatments and two

detectability levels. Our hypotheses are that higher levels of detectability increase the share

of ethical decisions. Moreover, we expect di!erential e!ects of the reputation CQ to the self

CQ.

We again recruit our sample via Bilendi (Oct to Nov 2024) following the same inclusion

criteria from Study 1 and Study 2. In total, we recruited N = 323 participants across the two

waves, with each participant making four decisions. This leaves us with around N = 50 par-

ticipants and 200 decisions per treatment.

F.1 Results

Wedo not "nd a statistical di!erence in the share of ethical decisions between the low and high

detectability treatment. If at all higher detectability leads to a marginal reduction in ethical

decisions (see di!erence between blue and gray).
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Figure F25: The e!ect of detectability on the share of ethical decisions

Note. Here we do not di!erentiate across treatment e!ects of CQs.
The "gure solely indicates the e!ects of detectability on the share of
ethical decisions.

When examining di!erences in e!ects of CQs based on detectability, we also "nd no dif-

ferential e!ects (compare gray bars and blue bars). Below all CQs are pooled, but examining

the three di!erent groups separately also shows no signi"cant e!ects of CQs across levels of

detectability.

Figure F26: The e!ect of detectability with and without CQs

Note. We now split the sample by Waves (i.e. the presence of CQs).
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