ABSTRACT
Moral Licensing: The Effects of Religious Priming on Moral Behavior
Madeline Elaine Pettit
Director: Jo-Ann C. Tsang, Ph.D.
The present study examines the role of religious priming in moral licensing
behavior. We included 582 undergraduate students from a private, religious university.
There were four conditions: a control condition, a moral behavior neutral reading
condition, a moral behavior punishment condition, and a moral behavior love condition.
Moral behavior was manipulated by having some of the participants write about a
personal moral behavior they recently did, whereas those in the control condition wrote
about what a typical day looks like for them. Additionally, participants in the religious
punishment prime condition viewed a Bible passage describing the wrath of God,
whereas participants in the religious love condition viewed a Bible passage about God’s
love and kindness. Participants in the neutral reading condition viewed a passage about
making bread. Participants completed a money allocation task as a measure of moral
behavior. Writing about a previous moral behavior had a significant effect on the money
allocation task; however, the direction was opposite of predictions, indicating moral
consistency rather than moral licensing. Participants in the control condition donated
significantly less money than participants in the moral behavior neutral reading and moral
behavior punishment conditions. More research is needed to study potential moderating
effects on moral behavior. There is a need for more research on potential contributing
factors to moral licensing as opposed to moral consistency effects.
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction
Moral licensing is a phenomenon that occurs when people behave in a moral way
and subsequently become more likely to behave immorally because they feel as though
they have earned the right or fulfilled their moral duty for the time period (Mullen &
Monin, 2016). Several researchers have studied the effects of moral licensing and the
conditions in which it is more likely to occur (Aquino & Reed, 2002; Blanken et al.,
2015; Conway & Peetz, 2012; Mullen & Monin, 2016). Below, I review the research on
moral licensing and discuss factors that affect the likelihood of moral licensing.
There is some question as to whether moral licensing literature contradicts with
literature regarding moral consistency. Moral consistency is the idea that people tend to
behave according to their moral standards in a consistent manner (Mullen & Monin,
2016). In other words, doing a moral act should not lead to an immoral act. Mullen and
Monin (2016) explored this concept. They found that both moral consistency and moral
licensing can take place depending on the conditions. When participants focused on their
moral values related to their behavior, they tended to exhibit moral consistency. On the
other hand, when participants thought more concretely about their actions, they were
more likely to exhibit moral licensing (Mullen & Monin, 2016). Conway and Peetz
(2012) found a similar distinction in their study; when participants recalled moral traits,
they were more likely to display moral consistency, and when they recalled moral
actions, they were more likely to display moral licensing. A potential explanation for this
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phenomenon is that when people recall their moral traits, they think about their moral
identity and want to behave consistently with it. On the other hand, when people recall a
specific action, they feel as though they are already progressing toward a goal of morality
and do not have to try as hard to be moral for the following time period (Conway &
Peetz, 2012). However, a meta-analysis was conducted in order to examine various moral
licensing studies. The meta-analysis did not find a difference in the moral licensing effect
size when participants recalled moral traits compared to actions (Blanken et al., 2015).
Because of these inconsistencies in the literature, more research is needed to determine
potential moderators for the findings.
It is possible that participants’ moral identities affect their tendency to become
licensed in their moral behavior. According to Aquino and Reed (2002), moral identity is
“a self-conception organized around a set of moral traits” (p. 1424). The self-conception
may include people’s beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors and relates to social identity.
People may seek out behaviors that align with their moral identity. Moral identity is
relevant in participants’ moral cognition and behavior, so it has the potential to affect
their responses in moral licensing studies (Aquino & Reed, 2002).
In addition to research regarding moral licensing and moral consistency, other
research has focused on the effects of religious priming on moral behavior. For example,
Carpenter and Marshall (2009) studied the effects of religious priming on moral
hypocrisy, which is the concept of attempting to appear to be moral without actually
behaving in a moral manner. They found that participants who received a religious prime
before a moral task were less likely to behave in a morally hypocritical way than
participants without that prime (Carpenter & Marshall, 2009). In other words, the
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religious prime condition resulted in more moral behavior than the condition without the
religious prime.
Additional research by DeBono et al. (2016) expanded on the understanding of
the role of religious priming in moral behavior. They studied potential differences
between various types of religious priming. In their study, the researchers noted that
different studies regarding religiosity and moral behavior have yielded seemingly
inconsistent results. While some studies show that religious priming decreased immoral
behavior, others showed that it had no effect on moral behavior. Others even showed that
it increased moral behavior. DeBono et al. (2016) stated that these inconsistent results
could be due to treating religion as a “monolithic whole, rather than examining the
specific mechanisms of religions that are associated with prosocial and antisocial
behavior” (p. 1). Therefore, in their study, they looked at different ways to prime religion
to determine if they affected the results. Specifically, they utilized religious primes
depicting God as forgiving versus primes depicting God as punishing. They found that
participants in the Forgiving God condition behaved less morally than participants in the
Punishing God condition (DeBono et al., 2016). These results could be due to participants
in the Forgiving God condition feeling less afraid of God than participants in the
Punishing God condition and therefore less likely to behave appropriately. Similarly,
Shariff and Norenzayan (2011) found that participants who thought of God as angry and
punishing were less likely to cheat in a task than participants who thought of God as
loving and compassionate. They stated that the fear of supernatural punishment may
contribute to moral behavior.
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While the previous literature regarding religious priming specifically focused on
moral hypocrisy, it is possible that the same mechanisms can apply in studies regarding
moral licensing. For example, the supernatural watcher hypothesis suggests that the
thought of being watched by God contributes to moral behavior, and religious priming
may make the concept of a supernatural watcher more salient (Shariff & Norenzayan,
2007). Furthermore, religious priming may increase one’s own self-awareness and
contribute to moral behavior with a function similar to a mirror (Batson et al., 1999). In
both cases, there could be a difference between what the participant believes to be right
and what may seem personally beneficial to them at the time.
Their behaviors and responses to religious priming may also be moderated by
their God concepts, as measured by the LAMBI (Limitless, Authoritarian, Mystical,
Benevolent, and Ineffable) scale (Johnson et al., 2019). These concepts are various ways
that people may view God, and they potentially affect moral behavior by shaping the
reasons that people behave a certain way. For example, someone who has an
Authoritarian God concept may fear God more than someone with a Benevolent God
concept, which may affect their moral behavior. More research is needed to study the
effects of various types of religious priming on moral licensing.
This study attempts to address the gap in the current literature regarding religious
priming and moral licensing. In the same way that religious priming affected moral
hypocrisy, it might also reduce moral licensing, possibly because of the supernatural
watcher hypothesis, self-awareness, and individual God concept. In addition, it
investigates the effects of the type of religious priming on moral behavior. It is possible
that one type of religious prime, God as forgiving, may increase moral licensing, while
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another type, God as punishing, may decrease it. This study includes four conditions to
test this phenomenon; they are the control condition, moral behavior punishment
condition, moral behavior love condition, and moral behavior neutral condition. We
predicted that participants in the moral behavior neutral condition would donate less
money than participants in the control condition due to moral licensing effects.
Furthermore, we predicted that priming a forgiving God concept would increase moral
licensing effects compared to the moral behavior neutral condition, while priming a
punishing God concept would decrease moral licensing effects compared to the moral
behavior neutral condition.
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CHAPTER TWO
Method and Materials
Participants
A total of 582 undergraduate students from a private, religious university
participated in the online Qualtrics study (415 women, 167 men, Mage = 18.88 years, age
range: 18-30 years). We determined the sample size from a meta-analysis, which suggests
165 participants per condition due to the typical effect sizes of moral licensing studies
(Blanken et al., 2015). We added 10% of 165 per condition to account for suspicion and
missed manipulation checks, aiming for 182 participants per condition. Possibly due to
the COVID-19 pandemic, data collection was slower than expected, and we did not meet
this participant goal. The participants’ ethnic breakdown was 60.65% Caucasian/White,
15.12% Asian/Pacific Islander, 13.74% Hispanic, 6.70% African American/Black, 0.52%
Native American, and 2.75% Other; 0.52% of participants did not specify an ethnicity.
Participants indicated religious affiliations; they were 61.68% Protestant, 19.07%
Catholic, 7.56% Other, 6.88% Agnostic, 3.44% None, and 1.37% Atheist. The study was
preregistered on OSF, https://osf.io/bnfus. We report all conditions, analyses, and
variables associated with our preregistered hypotheses. Additional measured variables are
listed in the preregistration document.
Measures
Participants were divided into four conditions: a control condition, a moral
behavior neutral reading condition, a moral behavior punishment condition, and a moral
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behavior love condition. Participants were randomly assigned to engage in one of two
moral licensing tasks, modified from Conway and Peetz (2012). Instructions for the
moral task were,
Describe a time in the past week that you felt especially righteous or honorable.
Perhaps you were loyal to a friend, were generous when you could have been
selfish, were kind to someone for no particular reason, or caring toward someone
who needed you. Please spend about 5-10 minutes on this task.
Participants assigned to the control condition received the following instructions: “Please
describe your classes and what a typical day looks like for you.”
Participants in the moral task condition were further assigned to one of three God
concept priming conditions: The Love Condition, the Punishment Condition, and the
Neutral Condition. Participants in the Love Condition read James 3:17 and received
instructions that said,
Please read the following passage in the Bible. We want you to really think about
what the passage means to you and how it applies to your belief in God. We
especially want you to think about how God is eternally forgiving. After you
absorb the passage, we would like you to write about the passage for 5-10
minutes. Write about your interpretation of the Bible passage and how it conveys
God as always compassionate and forgiving (modified from DeBono et al., 2017).
James 3:17 reads, “But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open
to reason, full of mercy and good fruits, impartial and sincere.”
Participants in the Punishment Condition read Deuteronomy 29:20. Instructions stated,
Please read the following passage in the Bible. We want you to really think about
what this passage means to you and how it applies to your belief in God. We
especially want you to think about how God is eternally punishing. After you
absorb the passage, we would like you to write about the passage for 5-10
minutes. Write about your interpretation of the Bible passage and how it conveys
God as always vengeful and punishing (modified from DeBono et al., 2017).
Deuteronomy 29:20 reads, “The LORD will not be willing to forgive him, but rather the
anger of the LORD and his jealousy will smoke against that man, and the curses written
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in this book will settle upon him, and the LORD will blot out his name from under
heaven.”
Finally, in the Neutral Condition, participants read a passage about making bread. The
instructions said, “Please read the following passage about making bread. After you read
it, please write your thoughts about the passage for 5-10 minutes.” The passage read,
In order to make bread, you will need several ingredients. Homemade bread
requires yeast, flour, sugar, water, oil, and salt. Once the ingredients are mixed,
knead the dough, let it rise, and shape it. Let the dough rise one more time, and
then it will be ready to bake.
Participants in all conditions were then presented with the main dependent
variable, which was participants’ moral behavior, measured using a money allocation
task. Participants received instructions telling them that, because of their participation in
the study, they were being entered into a $50 prize drawing. The instructions asked
participants to identify how much prize money they would be willing to donate to the
Ronald McDonald House Charities if they won the drawing. Instructions read:
To thank you for participating in this study, you will be entered into a drawing for
a $50 gift card. Please indicate whether, if you win, you would like to donate any
of your potential earnings to the Ronald McDonald House, which provides a safe
and welcoming place for families to stay while their children are receiving
treatment at the hospital. It allows families who may live far from the hospital to
remain close to their children. Donations help the Ronald McDonald House to
stay in operation, and they also go toward food for the families. If you choose to
donate, please state how much you would like to give if you were to win the
drawing prize.
There was a slider for participants to select the amount they would be willing to donate.
Participants were then presented with several individual differences scales,
including the Moral Identity Scale (Aquino & Reed, 2002). This scale measures how
important to their identities people consider their morality to be. The instructions read:
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Listed alphabetically below are some characteristics that might describe a person:
Caring, Compassionate, Fair, Friendly, Generous, Hardworking, Helpful, Honest,
Kind. The person with these characteristics could be you or it could be someone
else. For a moment, visualize in your mind the kind of person who has these
characteristics. Imagine how that person would think, feel, and act. When you
have a clear image of what this person would be like, answer the following
questions (Aquino & Reed, 2002).
Participants responded to statements such as, “It would make me feel good to be a person
who has these characteristics,” “Having these characteristics is not really important to
me,” and “I am actively involved in activities that communicate to others that I have
these characteristics” (Aquino & Reed, 2002). The measure had a 7-point Likert-type
scale, ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 7 (completely agree). The reliability was
very good,

= .80.

Participants took the Limitless, Authoritarian, Mystical, Benevolent, and Ineffable
(LAMBI) Scale to measure their concepts of God (Johnson et al., 2019). The scale had
very good reliabilities, with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for different concepts ranging
from

= .88 to

= .92. Each subscale measures how closely participants consider the

given concept to align with their view of God. Example items on the scale are,
“merciful,” “commanding,” and “boundless” (Johnson et al., 2019). The measure has a 7point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).
Finally, participants took two measures assessing their responses to the COVID19 pandemic; they were the Coronavirus Impacts Questionnaire and the Perceived
Coronavirus Threat Questionnaire (Conway et al., 2020). The Coronavirus Impacts
Questionnaire had a good reliability of

= .78, and the Perceived Coronavirus Threat

Questionnaire had a good reliability of

= .77. Instructions before the measures read,

“This next set of questions asks you about your experience with COVID-19.” An
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example item from the Coronavirus Impacts Questionnaire is, “It has been difficult for
me to get the things I need due to the Coronavirus (COVID-19).” An item from the
Perceived Coronavirus Threat Questionnaire reads, “I am worried that I or people I love
will get sick from the Coronavirus (COVID-19).” Participants answered both scales on a
7-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (Not True of Me At All) to 7 (Very True of Me).
Procedure
Participants were recruited from the psychology and neuroscience department
subject pool via SONA Systems. The online survey contained an online informed
consent, the priming passages, the money allocation task, individual differences
measures, and a demographics form. The survey ended with a debriefing form explaining
the purpose of the study. Overall, completing the survey took participants less than an
hour on average. Because the survey did not require participants to come to the
laboratory, they could complete the survey wherever they chose. Participants’ names
were entered into a $50 prize drawing and a winner was determined at the end of each
semester in which the study was run.
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CHAPTER THREE
Results
Participants stated that they would give an average of $34.66 out of their potential
$50 prize to charity across all conditions, SD = 17.03. Answers ranged from $0.00 to
$50.00.
Four conditions were created to test for the effects of religious priming on moral
licensing: a control condition, a moral behavior neutral reading condition, a moral
behavior punishment condition, and a moral behavior love condition. See Table 1 for
descriptive statistics and Table 2 for correlations between variables.
Table 1
Descriptive Statistics for Monetary Donation in U.S. Dollars as a Function of Condition

Condition
Control
Moral Behavior Neutral Reading
Moral Behavior Love
Moral Behavior Punishment

M
95% CI
[LL, UL]
[28.76, 34.79]
[33.19, 38.89]
[31.78, 37.60]
[33.35, 38.79]

M
$31.78
$36.04
$34.69
$36.07

SD
17.66
16.87
17.18
16.22

Note. M and SD represent mean and standard deviation, respectively. LL and UL indicate
the lower and upper limits of the 95% confidence interval for the mean, respectively. The
confidence interval is a plausible range of population means that could have created a
sample mean (Cumming, 2014).
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Table 2
Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations with Confidence Intervals
Variable

M

SD

34.78

16.95

2. Moral
Identity

5.68

0.72

.03
[-.05, .12]

3. LAMBI Benevolent

6.12

1.27

.06
[-.02, .14]

.34**
[.26, .41]

4. LAMBI Authoritarian

4.15

1.54

.01
[-.07, .09]

-.05
[-.13, .03]

-.06
[-.14, .02]

5. LAMBI Ineffable

3.56

1.78

-.01
[-.09, .07]

-.15**
[-.23, -.07]

-.23**
[-.31, -.15]

.38**
[.31, .45]

6. LAMBI Mystical

5.23

1.55

.05
[-.03, .13]

.06
[-.02, .14]

.28**
[.21, .36]

.12**
[.03, .19]

7. LAMBI Limitless

6.12

1.24

.07
[-.01, .15]

.22**
[.14, .29]

.54**
[.47, .59]

.10*
[.02, .18]

8. COVID
Impacts

3.44

1.23

-.19**
[-.26, -.11]

-.06
[-.14, .02]

-.12**
[-.20, -.04]

.12**
[.04, .20]

9. COVID
Threat

3.53

1.28

-.01
[-.09, .08]

-.02
[-.11, .06]

-.12**
[-.20, -.04]

-.02
[-.10, .07]

Variable

M

SD

5

6

7

8

6. LAMBI Mystical

5.23

1.55

.14**
[.06, .22]

7. LAMBI Limitless

6.12

1.24

-.02
[-.10, .06]

.49**
[.42, .55]

8. COVID
Impacts

3.44

1.23

.09**
[.01, .17]

.04
[-.04, .12]

-.07
[-.15, .01]

9. COVID
Threat

3.53

1.28

.06
[-.02, .14]

.06
[-.02, .14]

-.04
[-.12, .04]

1. Money
Allocation

1

2

3

4

.30**
[.22, .37]

Note. M and SD are used to represent mean and standard deviation, respectively. Values
in square brackets indicate the 95% confidence interval for each correlation. The
confidence interval is a plausible range of population correlations that could have caused
the sample correlation (Cumming, 2014). * indicates p < .05. ** indicates p < .01.
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A one-way ANOVA was performed to compare the differences across the four
conditions: There was a nonsignificant effect of condition on the amount of money
allocated to the Ronald McDonald House Charities, F(3, 542) = 1.91, p = .127. See Table
3 for statistics.
Table 3

One-Way Analysis of Variance of Money Allocation
Source
Between groups

df

SS

MS

F

p

1.90

.127

3

1651.25

550.41

Within groups

542

156310.41

288.39

Total

545

157961.66

Planned contrasts showed significant differences between certain conditions.
Demonstrating a moral consistency effect, the amount of money allocated was
significantly higher in the moral behavior neutral reading condition compared to the
control condition, t(df) = -4.26, p = .039, d = .25. This finding was inconsistent with
moral licensing predictions, which stated that participants in the moral behavior neutral
reading condition would allocate less money. Partially consistent with predictions, the
amount of money allocated was significantly higher in the moral behavior punishment
condition compared to the control condition, t(df) = -4.30, p = .037, d = .25. The
difference between the moral behavior love condition and the control condition was not
significant, t(df) = -2.92, p = .159, d = .17. These results demonstrate an effect of the
moral writing task in two of the conditions; in the moral behavior neutral reading
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condition and the moral behavior punishment condition, participants who wrote about
their moral behavior allocated more money than participants who did not. Furthermore,
while the control condition and the moral behavior punishment condition were
significantly different, differences between the control condition and the moral behavior
love condition were nonsignificant, showing a potential effect of the punishing religious
prime on moral behavior. Significant differences between the religious punishing and
religious love conditions were not found.
Moderating effects were tested to see if participants’ personal views of God as
more loving or punishing affected their moral behavior. Also, moderating effects of
moral identity were tested to see if participants with stronger moral identities showed
weaker moral licensing effects. Finally, exploratory analyses were run to determine if the
impacts or the threat of the COVID-19 pandemic moderated effects. Moderating effects
of God concept, moral identity, COVID-19 impacts, and COVID-19 threat were not
found, p > .05. See Table 4 for descriptive statistics of individual differences measures.
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Table 4
Descriptive Statistics for Individual Differences Measures

Condition
Moral Identity
LAMBI – Benevolent
LAMBI – Authoritarian
LAMBI – Ineffable
LAMBI – Mystical
LAMBI – Limitless
COVID Impacts
COVID Threat

M
95% CI
[LL, UL]
[4.63, 4.72]
[5.99, 6.20]
[4.03, 4.28]
[3.41, 3.70]
[5.10, 5.35]
[6.00, 6.21]
[3.22, 3.34]
[3.43, 3.64]

M
4.67
6.10
4.16
3.56
5.22
6.10
3.28
3.53

SD
0.60
1.28
1.54
1.77
1.56
1.25
0.72
1.28

Note. M and SD represent mean and standard deviation, respectively. LL and UL indicate
the lower and upper limits of the 95% confidence interval for the mean, respectively. The
confidence interval is a plausible range of population means that could have created a
sample mean (Cumming, 2014).
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CHAPTER FOUR
Discussion
The current study was conducted to investigate potential effects of religious
priming on moral behavior. Specifically, we tested whether different types of religious
priming affected participants’ moral behavior differently in a money allocation task. We
hypothesized that writing about a recent moral behavior would induce moral licensing in
participants. Furthermore, hypotheses stated that participants viewing a loving religious
prime, as opposed to a punishing religious prime, would be more morally licensed. There
was a significant difference between participants who wrote about a personal moral
behavior and those in the control condition, although in the opposite direction predicted.
Participants given the moral behavior assignment behaved more morally in the money
allocation task, indicating moral consistency, rather than moral licensing, effects. There
was also a significant difference between the control group and the moral behavior
punishing condition. The control group showed less morality in the money allocation
task, indicating a possible effect of both writing about a moral behavior and a punishing
religious prime on subsequent moral behavior.
Comparisons and Explanations
These findings are inconsistent with previous moral licensing research, as
participants demonstrated moral consistency instead of licensing. Research has indicated
that when participants recall a previous moral action, they subsequently engage in moral
licensing (Conway & Peetz, 2012). However, in the current study, recalling a moral

16

action led to moral consistency. Mullen and Monin (2016) found that participants who
thought about their moral values instead of specific actions demonstrate moral
consistency; it is possible that in the current study, the manipulation made participants
think of moral values. Additionally, although Aquino and Reed (2002) found that moral
identity may affect moral licensing effects, moral identity did not significantly moderate
the effects in the current study.
Previous research has demonstrated mixed findings in regard to the effects of
religious priming. Although this research focused on moral hypocrisy as opposed to
moral licensing, it is useful in understanding current results. Consistent with research
from Carpenter and Marshall (2009), participants who viewed a religious prime behaved
more morally than participants who did not. However, this pattern of results in our study
was only found for participants in the religious punishing condition, not the religious love
condition. Unlike DeBono et al. (2016), we did not find significant differences between
the religious punishing and religious love conditions. Our finding is consistent with
Yilmaz and Bahçekapili (2016), who found that participants primed with a punishing
God concept, but not with a neutral or non-punishing God concept, demonstrated an
increase in cooperation. Their findings supported the supernatural punishment
hypothesis, which states that the threat of punishment by a supernatural being contributes
to prosocial behavior. Similarly, the findings showed punishment as a means to societal
cooperation (Yilmaz et al., 2016). The results also supported the supernatural watcher
hypothesis (Shariff & Norenzayan, 2007). We analyzed participants’ God concepts to test
for moderation, but we did not find significant results.
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Limitations and Strengths
The research has several potential limitations. First, it is possible that including
the money allocation task as a measure of morality was a limitation. Because the task was
hypothetical and distant, as opposed to immediate, participants may not have responded
in the same way as they would have if they were in actual possession of the money.
Participants were offered a chance to win a $50 prize, but they did not have the $50 while
they completed the survey. It is possible that it did not feel very realistic to all
participants, thus skewing the results; participants may be more likely to donate money in
a hypothetical way than if they had the money in hand.
Furthermore, manipulation checks were not included after the religious primes.
Without a statistical analysis of the religious primes, it is impossible to be certain that the
manipulations were successful. A manipulation check where participants rated how
forgiving or punishing God was in the passage they read would have been beneficial to
the study.
The study also had a smaller sample size than expected. The small sample size
likely reduced power; moral licensing studies already tend to have small-to-medium
effect sizes (Blanken et al., 2015). With a larger sample size, it is possible that additional
significant effects would have been found.
Additionally, the findings may not generalize to a broad population. The study
was conducted at a small, private, religious university, so variability of socioeconomic
class and religiosity was limited. Participants also came from a western, educated,
industrialized, rich, and democratic (WEIRD) population, which limits generalizability to
other populations (Henrich et al., 2010). Because the study focused on religiosity and
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morality, having a highly religious sample may have contributed to inconsistencies with
previous research, as participants may have been especially sensitive to religious primes.
Also, because participants were all undergraduate students, the age range was limited.
Finally, it is possible that the COVID-19 pandemic affected the results of the
study. Because a money allocation task was used as a measure of morality, participants’
responses may have been affected by the financial impacts of the pandemic. While some
participants may have been more likely to give because of the great need for charity
during the pandemic, other participants who were financially struggling at the time of
completing the study may have been less likely to donate. However, analyses suggested
that effects were not moderated by measures of COVID impacts or threat (Conway et al.,
2020), suggesting that the pandemic may not have impacted the results in systematic
ways.
Despite the limitations of this research, the current study is beneficial in light of
inconsistent findings in previous research. We included several individual differences
measures after the money allocation task in order to analyze potential moderating effects.
Additionally, because the research was conducted during a global pandemic, it may
contribute to understanding human behavior during crises. Finally, this study was
beneficial in testing whether the same mechanisms active in religious primes for moral
hypocrisy studies are relevant in moral licensing studies as well. In previous studies, the
Bible passages used in the current research were used to study moral hypocrisy, not
moral licensing, so results can be compared. It is important to see if the same religious
primes have similar effects in different constructs relevant to morality.
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Future Research
Future research is needed to understand the mechanisms that contribute to both
moral licensing and moral consistency. Because of inconsistent results, further studies
should be done, specifically utilizing additional potential moderating variables. For
example, research could be conducted on the potential effects of participants’
relationships with their parents on moral behavior (dos Santos et al., 2020). Furthermore,
it would be useful to conduct a study utilizing a direct and immediate, rather than
hypothetical and distant, money allocation task. Doing so may produce different results,
and it would shed light on which specific behaviors are more prone to moral licensing
effects. The use of a behavioral measure where participants receive money upon
completion of their respective condition tasks and are provided with an immediate
opportunity to donate those funds might be more sensitive to moral licensing effects.
Additionally, further research is needed to analyze the effects of different types of
religious priming on moral behavior. Again, because of inconsistencies in the findings,
both previous and current research indicate that it is necessary to determine what
mechanisms contribute to the effects. While inconsistent with part of the conclusions of
Debono et al. (2016) as mentioned above, this research is still consistent with their
finding that a punishing God prime increases prosocial behavior above a control
condition. It would be useful to utilize Bible passages that are different from the ones
used in this study as well, as participants may respond differently to differently worded
texts. Perhaps differing texts, even with similar punishing or loving themes, contribute to
how participants behave in a later task. Finally, it is important to study different religions
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and different cultures in order to assess whether varying cultures respond differently to
the passages.
Conclusion
This study contributes to the overall body of research regarding morality and
religiosity, as it focuses on both moral licensing and religious priming in a single study.
Understanding morality is important to society as a whole, and it affects all people.
Furthermore, as religious priming is rampant throughout society, both intentionally and
unintentionally, it potentially affects many decisions people make, especially moral
decisions. The study addresses the potential ramifications of common religious priming.
If religious primes, especially a punishing God prime, are more salient, it could affect the
way many people behave, perhaps encouraging more moral consistency. This aspect is
important because moral inclinations contribute to prosocial behavior and, therefore, to
the good of society.
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APPENDIX A
Preregistration Form
Title: Effects of Religious Priming on Moral Licensing
Authors: Madeline Pettit & Jo-Ann Tsang
Background:
Previous moral licensing research has shown that when primed to think about personal
recent moral behavior, participants engage in moral licensing (Blanken et al., 2015).
Furthermore, research has shown that participants who were primed to think about God
as forgiving behaved less morally than participants who were primed to think about God
as punishing (DeBono et al., 2017). However, there is a gap in the literature for religious
priming on moral licensing effects. Priming different God concepts may affect moral
licensing.
Conditions
1. Neutral No Licensing Condition: Participants will be asked to describe their
classes and their typical day. They will then be asked to read a passage about
making bread and write their thoughts about the passage.
2. Moral Behavior Punishment Condition: Participants will be asked to write about a
personal recent moral behavior. They will then be asked to read Deuteronomy
29:20, a Bible verse about God’s wrath, and write their thoughts about the
passage.
3. Moral Behavior Love Condition: Participants will be asked to write about a
personal recent moral behavior. They will then be asked to read James 3:17, a
Bible verse about God’s love, and write their thoughts about the passage.
4. Moral Behavior Neutral Condition: Participants will be asked to write about a
personal recent moral behavior. They will then be asked to read a passage about
making bread and write their thoughts about the passage.
Research hypotheses
1. The Moral Behavior Neutral Condition will induce moral licensing in participants
compared to the Neutral No Licensing Condition.
2. Priming differing God concepts will affect moral licensing.
a. Priming a forgiving God concept will increase moral licensing effects
compared to the Moral Behavior Neutral Condition.
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b. Priming a punishing God concept will decrease moral licensing effects
compared to the Moral Behavior Neutral Condition.
Sampling Plan
Existing Data: NA
Explanation of existing data: NA
Data Collection Procedures
Population – students at Baylor University in the Department of Psychology and
Neuroscience participant pool.
Eligibility requirements (inclusion and exclusion) – Participants must be 18 years
or older to participate.
Recruitment method – SONA systems, an online participant sign-up system.
Payment – Participants will receive course credit or extra credit for their
participation.
Collection timeline – The survey will be available until a sample size of about 728
participants has been reached, or until a year after posting.
Procedure – Participants will write about a recent moral behavior or a neutral task.
Then, they will be primed with religion or complete a non-religious neutral
writing task. Finally, individual differences measures will be presented.
Sample Size (For unit(s) of interest) – 728 participants
Sample size rationale (Power analysis, constraints imposed by time, money, or
personnel): In their meta-analysis on moral licensing, Blanken et al. (2015) found that
moral licensing studies have an average small-to-medium effect size of d = 0.31. We will
have 80% power with 660 participants (Blanken et al., 2015). We will oversample (final
sample size N = 728), as moderation tends to be underpowered
(http://davidakenny.net/cm/moderation.htm).
Stopping rule – when n = 728
Variables
Manipulated Variables:
- Personal behavior description
Manipulation of the moral behavior description is based on materials from
Conway and Peetz (2012).
o All participants will be asked to write a description of their behavior.
Participants in the moral behavior conditions will be asked
to describe a personal recent moral behavior.
Participants in the no licensing condition, a control
condition, will be asked to describe their classes and what
their typical day looks like.
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-

God concept
Manipulation of God concept is based on materials from DeBono et al.
(2016). Materials will be posted on Qualtrics.
o Participants will be assigned to the punishing God concept or the
forgiving God concept in a randomized block fashion.
Participants in the punishment condition will be asked to
read Deuteronomy 29:20. Then, they will be asked to write
about how the passage applies to their belief in God as
punishing.
Participants in the love condition will be asked to read James
3:17. Then, they will be asked to write about how the passage
applies to their belief in God as forgiving.
Participants in the neutral condition will be asked to read a
passage about making bread. Then, they will be asked to
write about the passage.

Measured Variables (If applicable to a-priori hypothesis testing and confirmatory
inferences)
1. Allocation of prize money
2. Moral Identity Scale (Aquino & Reed, 2002)
3. Big Five Inventory of Personality II (Soto & John, 2017)
4. LAMBI Scale (Johnson et al., 2019)
5. Intrinsic and Extrinsic Religiosity Scale (Batson et al., 1993)
6. Moral Foundations Questionnaire (Graham et al., 2008)
7. Two questionnaires about how COVID-19 has affected them generally (Conway
et al., 2020), in order to include this as a covariate
8. Demographics, which will include questions about age, gender, ethnicity,
socioeconomic status, and political orientation
Indices
The five moral foundations (care, fairness, loyalty, ingroup, and purity) will be
analyzed separately as well as combined into the individualizing (care and
fairness) and binding (loyalty, ingroup, purity) dimensions.
If multicollinearity indices are above the acceptable thresholds (tolerance < .2),
we may combine indices into latent variables and run our regression analyses in
this way.
Design Plan
Study type: Experimental
Study Design: Randomized between-group factorial design (without Angry God and
Forgiving God prime/no licensing conditions for efficient use of resources).
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Randomization: Participants will be assigned to one of four conditions using a
randomized block procedure.
Analysis Plan
Statistical models
- We will use one-way ANOVAs to test the omnibus effect of priming on moral
licensing. Then, we will examine differences between the neutral condition and the
priming of a forgiving God and a punishing God concept. Moderation effects of
God concept (LAMBI) will be tested to see if effects are stronger when participants
more strongly endorse a punishing or loving God concept. Moderation effects of
moral identity will be tested to see if participants with stronger moral identities are
not morally licensed.
Transformations
- If data are nonnormally distributed, they may be transformed to meet assumptions
of the statistical test.
Follow-up analyses (For confirmatory models. Subgroup analyses, contrasts, interaction
probing; anything not here will be considered exploratory.)
- If moderation analyses are significant, we will test simple effects.
- Any further analyses will be reported as exploratory analyses.
Inference Criteria
- We will use two-tailed tests with = .05.
Data Exclusion – Data will be excluded if participants do not pass manipulation checks.
We will read participants’ behavior descriptions and descriptions of either a Bible verse
or the bread passage to ensure that participants carefully read the directions and passages.
Missing Data – Participants with >50% missing data will be excluded from analyses.
Exploratory Analysis
-

We will test for differences related to moral foundations. Participants with different
moral foundations may be affected differently by moral licensing.
We will test for differences related to personality. Participants with different
personality traits may be affected differently by moral licensing.
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