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SAMENVATTING 

Het onderzoek naar gedragsethiek en morele psychologie toont de contextuele 
maakbaarheid van moreel en immoreel gedrag van mensen. Een belangrijke bevinding is dat 
mensen niet consistent moreel of immoreel gedrag vertonen maar van moment tot moment 
schommelen in hun gedrag, ook wel ‘moral balancing’ genoemd. Wanneer mensen moreel 
gedrag stellen, neemt hun morele zelfbeeld toe, waardoor vervolgens de kans toeneemt dat ze 
immoreel gedrag gaan stellen (d.i., moral licensing). Wanneer mensen immoreel gedrag stellen, 
neemt hun morele zelfbeeld af, waardoor ze vervolgens meer geneigd zijn moreel gedrag te 
stellen (d.i., moral cleansing). In dit proefschrift hebben we deze ideeën toegepast op het 
domein van discriminatie en in het bijzonder discriminatie in personeelsselectie. In de huidige 
literatuur worden oorzaken van discriminatie vaak gezocht in stereotypen en voorkeuren van 
mensen. Vernieuwend aan het onderzoek in dit proefschrift is dat er gekeken wordt naar 
contextuele aspecten zoals de gedragsgeschiedenis van selecteurs als mogelijke oorzaak van 
discriminatie. 

Eerst hebben we ‘moral balancing’ onderzocht op het individuele niveau. We 
veronderstelden dat een eerdere keuze voor een kandidaat met een Arabische naam in een eerste 
selectieprocedure de kans zou vergroten dat een kandidaat met een Nederlandse/Belgische 
naam wordt geselecteerd in een tweede selectieprocedure (moral licensing) en vice versa 
(moral cleansing). Verder hebben we ons gebaseerd op de Construal Level Theory om te 
veronderstellen dat een kleine ruimtelijke afstand tot de kandidaat in de tweede 
selectieprocedure (aanwerven voor het eigen team) in het algemeen de waarschijnlijkheid zou 
vergroten dat een kandidaat met een Nederlandse/Belgische naam zal worden geselecteerd. 
Bovendien verwachtten we een sterker moral licensing effect bij een kleine afstand. Bij een 
grote ruimtelijke afstand (aanwerven voor een ander team) verwachtten we het omgekeerde 
effect: meer kans voor de kandidaat met de Arabische naam en een sterker moral cleansing 
effect. In een experiment vonden we evidentie voor zowel moral licensing als moral cleansing. 
Bovendien verhoogde een grote afstand de kansen voor de kandidaat met de Arabische naam 
en vice versa. De balancing effecten werden echter niet gemodereerd door afstand. 

Ten tweede wilden we het idee van morele licensing toetsen op het beleidsniveau. Meer 
specifiek hebben we onderzocht of werken voor een organisatie die de succesvolle 
implementatie van een diversiteitsbeleid benadrukt, kan leiden tot discriminatie. Wij 
beargumenteerden dat dit met name het geval is wanneer discriminatie ambigu is, dat wil 
zeggen wanneer de context toelaat discriminerende voorkeuren voor aanwerving te 
rechtvaardigen. Bovendien hebben we onderzocht of morele zelfbeeldvariaties een verklarend 
mechanisme zijn voor deze effecten en of de loutere aanwezigheid versus het waargenomen 
succes van diversiteitsbeleid leidt tot moral licensing. Resultaten van drie studies toonden aan 
dat een succesvol diversiteitsbeleid het morele zelfbeeld van werknemers verhoogde, wat op 
zijn beurt de discriminatie in ambigue contexten verhoogde. 

Ten derde hebben we moral licensing onderzocht vanuit het perspectief van een externe 
beoordelaar. We veronderstelden dat externe beoordelaars een klacht van een vrouw over 
geslachtsdiscriminatie tegen een organisatie als minder geldig zouden beoordelen nadat ze de 
diversiteitsverklaring van de organisatie hebben gelezen (in vergelijking met het lezen van een 
neutralere verklaring over de missie van de organisatie). Verder veronderstelden we dat dit 
effect zou verklaard kunnen worden door een verhoogde perceptie van de moraliteit van de 
organisatie. Tot slot hebben we ons gebaseerd op de Social Identity Theory om te 
veronderstellen dat vrouwelijke beoordelaars hun oordeel minder zullen laten afhangen van 
welke verklaring eerst wordt gelezen dan mannelijke beoordelaars, maar dat ze in het algemeen 
een organisatie die beschuldigd wordt van discriminatie als minder moreel zouden zien en dat 



 

 
 

ze een klacht van een vrouw over geslachtsdiscriminatie als meer geldig zouden beoordelen. 
We hebben in twee experimententen vastgesteld dat het lezen van de diversiteitsverklaring in 
het algemeen de waargenomen geldigheid van de klacht van de vrouw op grond van geslacht 
verlaagde, wat verklaard werd door een verhoogde waargenomen moraliteit van de organisatie 
na die lezing. Dit effect was niet afhankelijk van geslacht. Toch beoordeelden vrouwelijke 
waarnemers de organisatie over het algemeen als minder moreel en beschouwden ze de klacht 
als meer geldig. 

 



 
 

  



 

 
 

  



 
 

SUMMARY 

The fields of behavioral ethics and moral psychology have demonstrated the contextual 
malleability of moral and immoral behavior of people. One particular observation is that people 
balance moral and immoral behavior on a moment-to-moment base, also referred to as moral 
balancing. When people engage in moral behavior, their moral self-image increases, which 
subsequently allows them to engage in immoral behavior (moral licensing). When people 
engage in immoral behavior, their moral self-image decreases, urging them to subsequently 
engage in moral behavior (moral cleansing). In this dissertation, we applied these ideas to the 
domain of discrimination and hiring discrimination in particular. This is particularly novel 
because current explanations of discrimination mainly focus on stereotypes and preferences of 
people, but neglect contextual aspects such as the behavioral history of people.  

First, we assessed moral balancing effects at the individual level. We expected that a 
previous choice for a candidate with an Arab name in a first selection procedure would increase 
the chance that a candidate with a Dutch/Belgian name will be selected in the second selection 
procedure (moral licensing) and vice versa (moral cleansing). Furthermore, we built on 
construal level theory and expected that a small spatial distance to the candidate in the second 
selection procedure (employing for the own team) would generally increase the likelihood that 
a candidate with a Dutch/Belgian name will be selected and facilitate moral licensing. A large 
spatial distance (employing for the other team) should lead to the opposite effect and facilitate 
moral cleansing. In one experimental study, we found the expected moral licensing and 
cleansing pattern. Moreover, a large distance increased the chances that the candidate with the 
Arab name was employed and vice versa. Moral cleansing and moral licensing were, however, 
not dependent on spatial distance.  

Second, we aimed at lifting the idea of moral licensing to the policy level. More 
specifically, we investigated whether working for an organization that highlights the successful 
implementation of a diversity policy can lead to hiring discrimination. We argued that this 
would particularly be the case when discrimination is ambiguous. That is, when the context 
allows justification of discriminatory hiring preferences. Moreover, we investigated whether 
moral self-image variations are a likely explanatory mechanism for this effect and whether the 
mere presence versus the perceived successfulness of diversity policies is likely to promote 
moral licensing effects. Results of three studies showed that successful diversity policies 
increased the moral self-image of employees, which in turn increased discrimination in 
ambiguous contexts.  

Third, we took an observer`s perspective on moral licensing effects. We argued that 
observers evaluating a woman`s gender discrimination claim against an organization would 
perceive this claim less valid after first reading the organization’s diversity (as opposed to 
mission) statement. Furthermore, we proposed that enhanced perceptions of organizational 
morality might explain this effect. In addition, we built on social identity theory to predict that 
female observers should be less influenced by exposure to particular organizational statements. 
More specifically, women compared to men would generally perceive the organization accused 
of discrimination as less moral and the discrimination claim as more valid. Two experimental 
studies demonstrated that reading a diversity statement subsequently decreased the perceived 
validity of the woman`s gender discrimination claim which was mediated by perceived 
morality of the organization. This effect did not depend on observer gender. Yet, female 
observers generally perceived the organization as less moral and perceived the claim as more 
valid.  
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1.1 INTRODUCTION 

What makes people act morally or immorally? For decades, the literature on this topic 

has searched for answers in the direction of cognitive abilities of people (i.e., moral reasoning; 

Kohlberg, 1969) or relatively stable individual differences in the personality structure between 

people (i.e., moral identity centrality, Blasi, 1983; 2004). What these accounts have in common 

is that they assume that some people are more likely to engage in immoral behavior, for 

instance, if morality is very central to their identity, whereas other people are particularly prone 

to engage in immoral behavior, for example, if morality is not an important part of who they 

are (Aquino & Reed, 2002).  

However, a novel insight in the literature is that even good people that consider 

themselves as moral persons, at least occasionally engage in immoral behavior (for a review, 

see Bazerman & Gino, 2012). This is often explained by the situation in which behavior occurs, 

for instance, the presence of social norms (e.g., De Cremer & van Dijk, 2008), or organizational 

cultures and incentive structures (e.g., Treviño, 1986). Moreover, in some situations, good 

people may sometimes simply not see the moral implications of their behavior (Gino, 

Bazerman & Moore, 2009).  

Situational aspects are however not the only driver of immoral behavior. Research 

reveals that decisions in a given situation do not happen in isolation but strongly depend on the 

behavioral history of people (e.g, Albarracin & Wyer, 2000; Dhar & Simonson, 1992; 

Simonson & Tversky, 1992). This also applies to moral and immoral behaviors which can be 

thought of as a sequence of moral choices influencing each other (Monin & Jordan, 2010). One 

particular observation in this vein is that people seem to balance moral and immoral behavior 

on a moment-to-moment base (e.g., Cornelissen, Bashshur, Rode, & Le Menestrel, 2013; 

Jordan, Mullen, & Murnighan, 2011; Sachdeva, Iliev, & Medin, 2009). These behavioral 

patterns are often referred to as moral balancing (Nisan, 1990), moral self-regulation (Sachdeva 
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et al., 2009) or compensatory moral action (Jordan et al., 2011). In the following, we will refer 

to moral balancing theory for reasons of clarity and comprehensibility. But what exactly is 

moral balancing and how can it be explained? 

1.1.1 Moral Balancing: A short overview of the concept and underlying mechanism  

Central to the idea of moral balancing is that people do not aim for moral perfection, 

but rather for maintaining a positive but comfortable equilibrium level of their moral self-image 

(Jordan et al., 2011; Monin & Jordan, 2010; Nisan, 1991; Sachdeva et al., 2009), which is“a 

person’s malleable moral self-concept, that is, their self-concept related to the traits of the 

prototypically moral person” (Jordan, Leliveld, & Tenbrunsel, 2015; p. 3).  

 

 

Figure 1.The moral balancing framework.  

 

People do so by tuning their moral actions around an equilibrium point of their moral 

self-image (Mullen, & Murnighan, 2011; Merritt et al., 2010, Sachdeva et al., 2009). If people 
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engage in moral behavior, their moral self-image increases above their personal equilibrium 

level. This may allow people to engage in subsequent immoral behaviors to return to the 

original equilibrium level of their moral self-image. This type of moral balancing is referred to 

as moral licensing (see Figure 1).  

Moral balancing further predicts that if people engage in immoral behavior, their moral 

self-image drops below the personal equilibrium level. In that situation, people should be more 

concerned with retrieving the equilibrium level and therefore intensify subsequent moral 

strivings. This type of moral balancing is referred to as moral cleansing (see Figure 1). Table 

1 provides an overview of the most important terms within the moral balancing framework.  

 

Table 1 
Overview of terms and their definition in moral balancing theory. 
Actual Moral 

self-image (MSI) 

A person’s dynamic and malleable perception of being moral compared 

to the moral person they want to be. “How moral am I now in relation 

to the moral person I want to be?” 

Ideal MSI A person`s comfortable level of the moral self-image representing the 

moral person they want to be.“How moral do I generally want to be?”  

Moral licensing When people engage in moral actions, their actual MSI exceeds their 

ideal. This creates a moral surplus, which licenses them to engage in 

immoral behavior to re-establish a moral equilibrium. 

Moral cleansing When people engage in immoral actions, their actual MSI falls below 

their ideal. This creates a moral deficit. To restore the moral 

equilibrium, they engage in moral behavior. 

 

Moral licensing and moral cleansing effects are mainly researched separately. Yet, 

some studies assess both effects simultaneously. The next paragraphs will review empirical 

evidence for moral licensing, moral cleansing, and the full moral balancing framework.  
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1.1.2 Studies focusing on moral licensing effects 

Many studies on moral licensing effects have shown that moral behavior in one domain 

leads to subsequent immoral behavior in the same domain. For instance, seminal work of 

Monin and Miller (2001) assessed moral licensing in the domain of prejudice. Participants had 

to select one of four candidates in a hiring task. In one condition, the most qualified candidate 

was Black, whereas in another condition the most qualified candidate was White. In a 

subsequent unrelated hiring task, participants were asked to indicate whether Black applicants 

were more, less or evenly suitable as White candidates for a job at a police department. Results 

revealed that participants voiced a clear preference for White applicants if they had recruited a 

Black applicant in a first selection task. Other studies revealed that voicing support for Barack 

Obama in the elections (Effron, Cameron, & Monin, 2009) and writing about a positive 

experience with a minority person (Bradley-Geist, King, Skorinko, Hebl, & McKenna, 2010) 

subsequently increased hiring preferences for White over Black job applicants compared to 

respective control conditions.  

Whereas these studies show that moral licensing effects can occur within a certain 

domain (e.g., prejudice) other studies show that they can also occur across domains. For 

example, students imagining to help a fellow student with various tasks were subsequently less 

willing to donate to charity (Khan & Dhar, 2006) and people who indicated to act prosocially 

in four hypothetical scenarios were subsequently more likely to cheat in a math task compared 

to respective control condition (Brown et al., 2011).  

In some of the moral licensing studies moral self-image variations as the underlying 

mechanism were investigated (e.g., Khan & Dhar, 2006; Kouchaki, 2011). For, instance Khan 

and Dhar (2006) found that participants who imagined to work for community service for a 

few hours were subsequently more likely to buy a luxurious over a utilitarian product, which 

was explained by an increased moral self-image compared to a respective control group. 
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1.1.3 Studies focusing on moral cleansing effects 

Moral cleansing effects were observed for initial and subsequent behaviors in the same 

domain as well. For instance, when people were falsely led to believe that they hold prejudices 

against racial minorities, they were subsequently more willing to give money to a Black 

compared to a White panhandler (Dutton & Lake, 1973). Another study revealed that people 

who endorsed the marketization of sacred values (e.g., buying and selling human babies or 

trading organs) were subsequently more likely to participate in charity against the 

marketization of such sacred values (Tetlock, Kristel, Elson, Green, & Lerner, 2000).  

Moral cleansing effects have also been shown for initial and subsequent behavior in 

different domains. For instance, people recalling past unsafe sexual practices were 

subsequently more willing to donate to charity (Stone, Wiegand, Cooper, & Aronson, 1997), 

and receiving false feedback on reckless driving, experience a stronger desire to engage in 

community service (Steele, 1988). Even though studies merely focusing on moral cleansing 

effects did not assess moral self-image variations as the underlying mechanism, authors suggest 

that people feel motivated to engage in moral behavior after immoral behavior to restore their 

reduced moral self-image (West & Zhong, 2015; Zhong & Liljenquist, 2006).  

1.1.4 Studies assessing the full moral balancing framework  

Only a few studies tested the full moral balancing framework simultaneously (e.g., 

Cornelissen et al., 2013; Jordan et al., 2011; Sachdeva et al., 2009). For instance, Jordan and 

colleagues (2011) showed that recalling actual moral behavior (e.g., helping someone else) 

decreased participants pro-social intentions and increased their cheating behavior (i.e., moral 

licensing) whereas recalling actual immoral behavior (e.g., harming someone else) increased 

pro-social intentions and decreased cheating behavior (i.e., moral cleansing) compared to 

neutral control conditions.  



Chapter 1 

8 
 

Whereas this study showed that moral and immoral behavior drives moral balancing 

effects, Sachdeva and colleagues (2009) showed that also priming people with a feeling of 

being moral or immoral led to moral balancing. They asked participants to write a story about 

themselves containing either words describing moral traits (e.g., friendly, helpful, caring), 

neutral words (e.g., book, key, house), or words describing negative traits (e.g., disloyal, 

greedy, mean). After writing the story, participants were informed that they could make a 

donation of up to 10 Euros to a charity of their choice, which was the dependent variable. 

Results revealed that on average people in the moral condition donated significantly less 

compared to people in the neutral and immoral condition (i.e., moral licensing), whereas people 

donated significantly more in the immoral compared to the neutral and moral condition (i.e., 

moral cleansing). 

Work by Cornelissen and colleagues (2013) further evidenced the underlying role of 

moral self-image variations. They either asked people to recall a time when they intentionally 

harmed another person, intentionally helped another person, or to recall what they do on a 

typical Friday. After that, participants were led to a task assessing cheating behavior. Results 

revealed that participants had the highest moral self-image when recalling moral behavior, the 

lowest moral self-image when recalling immoral behavior, and a medium moral self-image in 

the control condition. In light of cheating, participants who recalled moral or immoral behavior 

did not significantly differ from the control group. Yet, the pattern of the results was in line 

with the predictions of moral balancing: participants recalling moral behavior were 

significantly more likely to cheat compared to participants recalling immoral behavior. This 

pattern was explained by moral self-image variations. Thus, people with a high moral self-

image felt liberated to engage in more cheating (i.e. moral licensing), whereas a low moral self-

image induced the need to restore the moral self-image, restraining cheating behavior (i.e. 

moral cleansing).To further clarify if actual changes of the moral self-image drove these 
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effects, a follow-up study by Jordan and colleagues (2015) relied on the same manipulations 

and compared the moral self-image before and after recalling (im)moral behavior. They found 

that recalling immoral behavior decreased the moral self-image whereas recalling moral 

behavior increased the moral self-image. A neutral control condition did not lead to any 

changes in participants` moral self-image 

1.1.5 Vicarious moral balancing 

The literature on moral balancing effects mainly remained on the individual level. On this 

level own individual moral or immoral deeds result in compensatory behaviors leading to moral 

licensing and moral cleansing patterns. Especially the literature on moral licensing clarified 

that not only own individual behavior can promote balancing behaviors but also avoiding 

tempting behaviors (counterfactual behaviors, Effron, Miller, & Monin, 2012), or planning to 

engage in behaviors in the future led to moral balancing effects (prefactual virtues, Cascio & 

Plant, 2015). 

Yet, the morality of people also has a social component. According to the vicarious self-

concept idea and social identity theory, the way that people perceive themselves does not only 

depend on own actions, but also on actions of significant close others and the status of the 

groups people belong to (Goldstein & Cialdini, 2007; Hogg & Abrams, 1988; Tajfel, 1982, 

Turner, 1982). These theories argue that characteristics and actions of significant other people 

and the groups people belong to influence the self-concept of individuals. Due to the inclusion 

of others in the own self-concept and the resulting change of perspective, people start viewing 

actions of others as if they had engaged in these actions themselves which will then also 

influence their behavior (Galinsky, Wang, & Ku, 2008; Goldstein & Cialdini, 2007). 

Based on these arguments, Kouchaki (2011) was the first who suggested that moral 

behavior of others increases an individual`s moral self-image promoting vicarious moral 

licensing effects. She provided empirical evidence for this idea showing that participants who 
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were told they belonged to a relatively more moral group, or who evidenced unprejudiced 

behavior of their in-group members, were subsequently more likely to discriminate against 

minority applicants in a subsequent hiring task, which was explained by an increased moral 

self-image. 

Further evidence for this vicarious moral licensing was provided by Newman and Brucks 

(2017) who investigated the effect in the domain of consumerism. The investigated how 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) activities of a well-known consumer brand influenced 

moral behavior of consumers. In the case of positive CSR actions of the organization and 

compared to a neutral control condition participants showed a lower willingness to donate and 

increased cheating behavior.  

Following the vicarious self-concept idea, also immoral behaviors of significant others 

should then influence the behavior of individuals. This would imply that individuals witnessing 

immoral behaviors of close others may then feel the need to cleanse themselves by increasing 

their moral strivings. Tetlock and colleagues (2000) provided some evidence for the idea that 

also immoral behaviors of others may influence individuals in line with a moral cleansing 

pattern. Their work revealed that participants who read about ethical transgressions of others 

resulted in moral cleansing behavior. Thus, it seems that immoral behavior of others can also 

vicariously affect the self-concept of individuals. 

Newman and Brucks (2017) introduced the concept of vicarious moral cleansing in their 

work on the effect of corporate CSR activities on consumers` moral behavior. They revealed 

that in comparison to a neutral control condition negative CSR activities of the organization 

resulted in more donation and less cheating behaviors of participants. Newman and Bruck`s 

(2017) work, therefore, reveals that also organizational behavior influences the self-concept of 

individuals and in vicarious moral balancing patterns. 
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1.1.6 Observer moral licensing effects 

Moral balancing effects are often described as an effective form of moral self-regulation 

and as an effective social impression management strategy (Miller & Effron, 2010). In other 

words, people engage in moral balancing behaviors to safeguard their own moral self-image, 

but also to prevent reputational damage and recriminations in the eye of observers (Merritt et 

al., 2012).  

Indeed, moral balancing can effectively prevent actors from reputational damage and 

recriminations, which has mainly been investigated for moral licensing. For instance, Krumm 

and Corning (2010) showed that heterosexual participants rated ambiguous discrimination 

against gay people as less discriminatory when it was preceded by the information that the 

actor previously attended a gay parade. Similar results were also observed for White 

participants evaluating a discriminatory statement against Black people when it was preceded 

by the wording “I am not racist or anything…” or a manager accused of discrimination, when 

they knew about previous behaviors of the manager benefiting minority members (Czopp, 

2009, Effron & Monin, 2010).  

Observers do not only grant individuals a moral license, but also organizations. Several 

studies revealed that neutral observers reacted less sensitive to discrimination within 

organizations if these have implemented some type of initiatives to combat discrimination (e.g., 

Brady, Kaiser, Major, & Kirby, 2015; Kaiser et al., 2013). For instance Kaiser and colleagues, 

White participants perceived a discrimination claim by a Black employee against his employer 

less valid, when participants previously learned about a diversity statement, but not when they 

learned about a neutral mission statement. 

What these studies have in common is that they demonstrate that moral balancing 

effects may be mirrored from an observer`s perspective. It seems that (im)moral behaviors of 

individuals (e.g., Effron & Monin, 2010), but also organizational diversity policies (e.g., Brady 
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et al., 2015) impact how they are perceived by neutral observers which then colors observer`s 

judgment of subsequent (im)moral behaviors.  

1.1.7 Moral balancing vs. moral consistency  

Even though various demonstrations of moral balancing effects exist, they seem at odds 

with empirical findings and theories arguing that people aim for behavioral consistency such 

as the foot-in-the-door effect (Freedman & Fraser, 1966), cognitive dissonance theory 

(Festinger, 1957), or the sunk cost effect (Arkes & Blumer, 1985). In contrast to moral 

balancing, the literature on moral consistency predicts that previous behavior of people will 

motivate subsequent behavior in the same direction, which is consistent behavior. For example, 

experimental research reveals that people being asked to help a little were subsequently more 

willing to help even more (Freedman & Fraser, 1966), or that people who wore counterfeit 

sunglasses subsequently cheated more (Gino, Norton, & Ariely, 2010). Because moral 

balancing and moral consistency literature predict moral behavior of people as a function of 

their previous behaviors but in opposing directions, it is an interesting question which factors 

determine whether people will act accordind to moral balancing or consistency.  

A first potential moderator is the construal of the source behavior. According to this 

idea moral balancing and moral consistency patterns depend on the extent to which people 

connect their behavior to abstract concepts such as values, norms, and rules or to concrete costs 

and benefits considerations. A theory that allows for predicting how the construal of behavior 

predicts moral balancing or moral consistency patterns is construal level theory (CLT, Trope 

& Liberman, 2010). CLT argues that the way people interpret situations depends on the 

psychological distance people experience towards objects, events or people, which can be the 

spatial distance, the social distance, the temporal distance, and the hypothetical character of a 

situation. If people experience a large psychological distance, they focus on more abstract 

properties of a situation or person (abstract level of construal). Moral values and norms 
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constitute rather abstract superordinate concepts, and should, therefore, be particularly salient 

when thinking abstractly. A small psychological distance results in a focus on more context-

specific properties (concrete level of construal) of a situation and person. In that situation, more 

concrete and subordinate properties, such as costs, benefits, and feasibility concerns should be 

particularly salient (Agerström, Björklund, & Agerström, 2013). 

Based on these arguments, Conway and Peetz (2012) suggested that moral balancing 

should be particularly likely when thinking about previous behavior concretely, whereas moral 

consistency should be particularly likely when thinking about past behavior in more abstract 

terms. Indeed they found that moral balancing patterns occurred when people recalled 

temporally distant (im)moral behavior (i.e., abstract construal), whereas moral consistency 

patterns occurred when people recalled more recent (im)moral behaviors. Similarly, 

Cornelissen and colleagues (2013) showed that people in an outcome-oriented mindset (i.e., 

concrete construal) showed moral balancing patterns whereas people in a rule-oriented mindset 

(i.e. abstract construal) showed moral consistency patterns.  

A second potential moderator that has particularly been discussed for moral licensing 

effects is the ambiguity of immoral behavior. The literature on moral licensing effects describes 

two different ways via which an increased moral self-image allows for engaging in subsequent 

immoral behavior. The moral credits account argues that moral behavior and the resulting 

increased moral self-image can be understood as credits on a moral bank account, which people 

can then later spend on moral behavior with impunity (Merritt et al., 2012). This model implies 

that people will engage in immoral behavior, even when they are fully aware of their moral 

transgression, as long as they have sufficient moral currency. According to the moral 

credentials account, previous moral behaviors will not allow engaging in blatant immoral 

transgressions but increase the likelihood of immoral behavior that is ambiguous. Immoral 

behavior is ambiguous when the context offers a neutral or even moral alternative explanation 



Chapter 1 

14 
 

for questionable behavior, which can be used to rationalize immoral actions (Brown et al., 

2013, Monin & Miller, 2001). This model implies that an increased moral self-image provides 

a lens through which subsequent immoral behavior is interpreted. If subsequent immoral 

behavior is ambiguously immoral, it becomes more likely that it is interpreted as neutral or 

even moral which makes people more likel to engage in it (Monin & Miller, 2001). 

Even though there is evidence for moral credits (e.g., Sachdeva et al., 2009; Jordan et 

al., 2009, there is stronger evidence for moral credentials (Brown et al. 2013, Effron & Monin, 

2010; Monin & Miller, 2011) and the idea that ambiguity is an important driver of moral 

licensing effects. For instance, Brown and colleagues (2013) showed that participants who 

indicated to behave pro-socially in a set of scenarios were subsequently more likely to cheat in 

a math task, but only when cheating could easily be rationalized, that is when it was 

ambiguously immoral.  

Ambiguity is also an important moderator in light of observer moral licensing. Effron 

and Monin (2010) found that observers granted a person accused of discrimination (e.g., racist 

behavior) a moral license based on past good deeds (e.g., behavior benefitting racial 

minorities), only when the actual accusations could not clearly be attributed to discrimination, 

that is when discrimination was rather ambiguous.  

Another potential moderator that is discussed particularly in light of the occurrence of 

vicarious moral licensing is the extent to which people share an identity with the actor of 

immoral behavior (Kouchaki, 2011). Central to the idea of vicarious moral licensing is a 

blurred self-other boundary, allowing one`s group membership or the behavior of close others 

to influence how people perceive themselves (Goldstein & Cialdini, 2007; Kouchaki, 2011; 

Tajfel, 1982). A core assumption in these theories is that moral behavior of others and the moral 

status of in-groups can vicariously affect an individual`s self-perception as long as they feel a 

merged identity with the group or close others. Based on these arguments, Kouchaki (2011) 
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suggested that the degree to which other people`s moral behavior can lead to moral licensing 

effects will depend on the extent to which individuals perceive a shared identity with these 

people, that is the extent to which they identify with them. She found support for this prediction 

in one study. More specifically, she showed that unprejudiced behavior of in-group members 

licensed participants to discriminate against Hispanic job applicants (i.e., moral licensing), but 

only when participants strongly identified with their in-group. When people did not identify 

with their in-group, no licensing pattern was observed (i.e., moral consistency). 

Shared identity may also be important in light of observer moral licensing effects. For 

instance, Kaiser and colleagues (2013) suggested that policy-driven moral licensing when 

assessing discrimination claims against the organization should be less likely to occur when 

observer and discrimination claimant both belong to the same low-status group (i.e., women).  

 

1.2 THIS DISSERTATION 

1.2.1 Moral balancing in the domain of hiring discrimination 

Chapter 2 of this dissertation provides additional evidence for moral balancing by 

simultaneously assessing moral licensing and moral cleansing effects. The few studies that did 

so were situated in the domains of pro-social behavior (Jordan et al., 2011; Sachdeva et al., 

2009) or cheating behavior (Cornelissen et al., 2013). Because many studies on moral licensing 

effects are situated in the domain of prejudice, and hiring discrimination in particular (e.g., 

Effron et al., 2012; Monin & Miller, 2001), and the limited evidence for moral cleansing in this 

domain (Dutton & Lake, 1973), we aimed at simultaneously testing moral licensing and moral 

cleansing in the domain of hiring discrimination. 

This is also important for literature on hiring discrimination. Despite the widespread 

agreement that a diverse workforce is a source of competitive advantage (Cox & Blake, 1991; 

Roberson & Hall, 2004), hiring discrimination remains one of the major obstacles to increasing 
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the diversity of the workforce. Applicants are still being discriminated based on various 

grounds such as ethnicity (e.g., Derous, Nguyen, & Ryan, 2009), handicap (e.g., Gouvier, 

Sytsma-jordan, & Mayville, 2003), sexual orientation (e.g., Hebl, Foster, Mannix, & Dovidio, 

2002) and many others.  

The literature on hiring discrimination mainly searches answers to the problem in light 

of preferences and prejudices of decision-makers, characteristics of the target and work 

environment (see Zschirnt & Ruedin, 2016 for an overview). Yet, it has not discussed how a 

previous hiring decision for or against a majority/minority candidate impacts a subsequent 

hiring decision for or against a majority/minority candidate. This is rather surprising as 

previous research on sequence effects in hiring revealed that previous decisions and 

information systematically color subsequent candidate evaluations (e.g., Highhouse & Gallo, 

1997; Wexley, Yukl, Kovacks, & Sanders, 1972). For instance, studies show that candidates 

with a mediocre performance in a job interview were evaluated worse (better) when a previous 

job candidate performed well (badly) in the job interview (Wexley et al., 1972). Building on 

the moral balancing framework, we expect that also a first selection decision for a majority 

(minority) candidate can systematically influence a subsequent hiring decision for a majority 

(minority candidate). 

Moreover, we incorporate the construal level as a moderator in our study on moral 

balancing in the domain of hiring discrimination. Based on CLT, we argue that the 

psychological distance a recruiter experiences to a candidate, for instance when later on 

working in the same or another team, may moderate when moral balancing or moral 

consistency patterns occurred. Our predictions, however, differed from previous findings 

evidencing moral balancing when people were thinking concretely and moral consistency 

patterns, when people were thinking more abstractly. More specifically, we expected that when 

people think more concretely about a hiring decision, the potential costs of hiring a candidate 
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will be more salient. The costs of hiring a minority candidate may appear higher when the 

candidate comes from a minority group (e.g., conflict costs). This should particularly be the 

case when people have previously hired a minority candidate making, moral licensing effects 

more likely. When people think abstractly, values and norms should be more prevalent. Thus 

people may be particularly motivated to avoid discrimination. This should be particularly the 

case when people have previously employed a majority candidate making moral cleansing 

effects more likely. 

1.2.2 A diversity policy as a source of moral licensing effects 

In chapter 3 of this dissertation, we lift the literature in vicarious moral licensing 

literature to the policy level. More specifically we argue that working for an organization with 

policies signaling to employees that the organization values morality can be a driver of moral 

licensing effects. We test this idea in the domain of hiring discrimination and focus on the 

presence of diversity policies.  

Organizations increasingly implement diversity policies signaling to employees that 

anti-discrimination and diversity are valued within the organization. Such policies are intended 

to end the unfair treatment that minorities face in organizations. Yet, evidence about their 

effectiveness is mixed and policies sometimes seem to have no effect and can even increase 

discrimination (Kalev, Kelly, & Dobbin, 2006; Verbeek, 2011). Moreover, it seems that 

diversity policies can effectively reduce blatant forms of discrimination (e.g. openly expressing 

prejudiced against certain groups) whereas ambiguous discrimination (e.g., covering the 

expression of prejudice as neutral or even moral) are even on the rise (Sue, 2010; Sue et al., 

2007). 

The presence of diversity policy may signal to employees that the organization is more 

moral than organizations without such policies. Combatting discrimination and fostering 

diversity are commonly perceived as morally virtuous actions, as moral values that should not 
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be comprised and as moral obligations of organizations toward the society (Greening & 

Turban, 2000; Leslie, 2017). Thus, diversity policies send the signal to employees that the 

organization is trying to be bias-free and strives for moral values (Leslie, 2017). Whereas 

studies on observer moral licensing already revealed that observers grant organizations accused 

of discrimination a moral license (e.g., Brady et al., 2015; Kaiser et al., 2013) it remains unclear 

whether working for an organization with a diversity policy may also license employees to 

engage in discrimination. Building on the findings of vicarious moral licensing (e.g., Kouchaki, 

2011), we argue that working for an organization with a diversity policy may boost the moral 

self- image of people and therefore subsequently even increase the likelihood of hiring 

discrimination due to moral licensing. 

Moreover, we argue that the presence of diversity policies is particularly likely to 

increase discrimination when it is ambiguous rather than blatant, therefore incorporating the 

ambiguity of immoral behavior as a potential boundary mechanism policy level moral 

licensing. Previous studies on individual level moral licensing effects in the domain of hiring 

discrimination relied on experimental designs allowing participants to justify a discriminatory 

hiring preference with contextual information about, for instance, a hostile work environment 

for minority s (e.g., Monin & Miller, 2001) or vacancies described as stereotypically suitable 

for majority candidates (e.g., Kouchaki, 2011). In these cases, a preference for majority over 

minority candidates is only ambiguously immoral, because neutral or even moral alternative 

explanations exist. An interesting question is whether these effects will also hold when 

discrimination is blatant and hiring preferences are clearly driven by race. Based on the findings 

that ambiguity is an important moderator for individual-level moral licensing in the domain of 

cheating behavior and observer moral licensing in the domain of discrimination (Effron & 

Monin, 2010; Brown et al., 2011), we assess if also policy-level moral licensing is more likely 

when hiring discrimination is ambiguous rather than blatant.  
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1.2.3 Observer moral licensing due to diversity policies 

In chapter 4 of this dissertation, we focus on observer moral licensing effects driven by 

organizational policies when evaluating discrimination claims. One way that people can react 

to the unfair treatment they face in organizations is by filing legal discrimination claims. 

However, such claims are surprisingly unsuccessful at court, particularly in the presence of 

organizational diversity policies (Edelman, Krieger, Eliason, Albiston, & Mellema, 2011). 

Observer moral licensing may be a potential explanation for this finding. Recall that observers 

are less sensitive to discrimination in organizations with versus without diversity policies, and 

also discount the validity of discrimination claims (e.g., Kaiser et al., 2013, Brady et al., 2015). 

Even though these behavioral patterns are in line with the idea of observer moral licensing the 

underlying mechanism remains unclear. We argue that actors` demonstrations of morality will 

impact observer perceptions of how moral the actor is, which in turn influences their judgment 

of immoral behavior of the actor. Thus, we predict that a mechanism similar to moral self-

image variations also drives observer moral licensing effects. We test this idea for diversity 

policies of organizations accused of discrimination.  

Furthermore, we argue that the occurrence of observer moral licensing on the policy 

level depends on the extent to which observers share an identity with the target of 

discrimination. Evidence in separate studies suggests that it occurs for in- and for out-group 

members (i.e., male and female observers evaluating a gender discrimination claim, Brady et 

al., 2015; Kaiser et al., 2013). Yet, a direct comparison of these groups has not been 

investigated yet. We argue that the extent to which a diversity policy observers grant an 

organization accused of discrimination a moral license based on a diversity policy will be 

weaker when observers and the target of discrimination both belong to the same social group. 
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1.3 CHAPTER OVERVIEW 

In Chapter 2, the focus is on individual level moral balancing in the domain of ethnic hiring 

discrimination. We examine if a previous selection for an Arab versus a White candidate 

increases the likelihood that a White candidate will be preferred over an equally qualified Arab 

candidate in a subsequent unrelated selection procedure (i.e. moral licensing) and vice versa 

(i.e. moral cleansing). Moreover, we investigate whether the level of construal manipulated by 

the distance of participants to the candidate in the second selection procedure (i.e., small 

psychological distance: employing for the own recruitment team; large psychological distance: 

employing for another recruitment team) in the second selection procedure moderates this 

effect. More specifically, we assess if moral licensing is more likely when people recruit a new 

candidate for their own tea in the second selection procedure and if moral cleansing is more 

likely when they recruit for another team in the second selection procedure. We relied on an 

experiment with a 2x2 between-subjects experimental design with 128 participants. 

Chapter 3 focuses on policy-level vicarious moral licensing and is also situated in the domain 

of ethnic hiring discrimination. Three studies were conducted with a total of 279 participants 

and featured both experimental and field study methodologies. In a first vignette study, we 

scrutinized if the presence versus the absence of a successful equal opportunities policy 

increases ambiguous rather than blatant hiring discrimination of a Black versus White 

candidate due to the moral licensing effect. We manipulated the ambiguity of discrimination 

by varying the presence of information about a hostile work environment for Black candidates 

employees. In a second vignette study, we assessed if higher levels of participants' moral self-

image could have explained these effects. With an additional field study, we assessed whether 

the mere presence of an equal opportunities policy or its successful implementation increases 

the moral self-image of employees.  
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Chapter 4, focuses on observer moral licensing effects driven by organizational diversity 

policies. We relied on two experimental studies with a total of 207 participants. In a first 

vignette study, we assess whether observers perceive a discrimination claim of a female 

employee less valid in the presence of an organizational diversity statement compared to a 

neutral mission statement and whether this was more strongly the case for male versus female 

observers. In a second vignette study, we additionally assessed whether this was explained by 

an increased perception that the organization is moral. Figure 2 provides an overview of the 

chapters in this dissertation. 

 

 

Figure 2. Overview of the chapters in this dissertation.  

 

  

Independet variable

Choice for Arab 
vs. White 

candidate (1st 
selection 

procedure)

Succesful equal 
opportunities 
policies vs. no 

information

Diversity vs. 
neutral mission 

statement

Mediator

Moral self-image

Perceived morality 
of the organization 

Moderator

Psychological 
distance

Contextual 
ambiguity

Observer gender

Dependent Variable

Choice between 
Arab vs. White 
candidate (2nd 

selection 
procedure) 

Job suitability of 
Black vs. White 

applicants

Perceived validity 
of discrimination 

claim 

Ch
ap

te
r 2

 
Ch

ap
te

r 3
 

Ch
ap

te
r 4

 



Chapter 1 

22 
 

1.4 REFERENCES 

Agerström, J., Björklund, F., & Agerström, J. (2013). Why people with an eye toward the 

future are more moral : The role of abstract thinking. Basic and Applied Social 

Psychology, 35(4), 373-981. https://doi.org/10.1080/01973533.2013.803967 

Albarracin, D., & Wyer, R. S. (2000). The cognitive impact of past behavior: Influences on 

beliefs, attitudes, and future behavioral decisions, Attitudes and Social Cognition, 79(1), 

5–22. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.79.1.5 

Aquino, K., & Reed, A. (2002). The self-importance of moral identity. Journal of Personality 

and Social Psychology, 83(6), 1423–1440. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.83.6.1423 

Arkes, H., & Blumer, C. (1985). The psychology of sunk cost. Organizational Behavior and 

Human Decision Processes, 35, 124–140. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/0749-

5978(85)90049-4 

Bazerman, M. H., & Gino, F. (2012). Behavioral ethics: toward a deeper understanding of 

moral judgment and dishonesty. Annual Review ofLaw and Social Science, 8, 85-104.. 

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-lawsocsci-102811-173815 

Bradley-Geist, J. C., King, E. B., Skorinko, J., Hebl, M. R., & McKenna, C. (2010). Moral 

credentialing by association: The importance of choice and relationship closeness. 

Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 36(11), 1564–1575. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167210385920 

Brady, L. M., Kaiser, C. R., Major, B., & Kirby, T. A. (2015). It’ s fair for us: diversity 

structures cause women to legitimize discrimination. Journal of Experimental Social 

Psychology, 57, 100–110. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2014.11.010 

Brown, R. P., Tamborski, M., Wang, X., Barnes, C. D., Mumford, M. D., Connelly, S., & 

Devenport, L. D. (2011). Moral credentialing and the rationalization of misconduct. 

Ethics and Behavior, 21(1), 1–12. https://doi.org/10.1080/10508422.2011.537566 



General Introduction 

23 
 

Cascio, J., & Plant, E. A. (2015). Prospective moral licensing: Does anticipating doing good 

later allow you to be bad now?, Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 56, 110–

116. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2014.09.009 

Conway, P., & Peetz, J. (2012). When does feeling moral actually make you a better person? 

Conceptual abstraction moderates whether past moral deeds motivate consistency or 

compensatory behavior. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 38(7), 907–919. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167212442394 

Cornelissen, G., Bashshur, M. R., Rode, J., & Le Menestrel, M. (2013). Rules or 

consequences? The role of ethical mind-sets in moral dynamics. Psychological Science, 

24(4), 482–488. https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797612457376 

Cox, T., & Blake, S. (1991). Managing cultural diversity: Implications for organizational 

competitiveness. Academy of Management Executive, 5(3), 45–56. 

https://doi.org/10.5465/ame.1991.4274465 

De Cremer, D., & van Dijk, E. (2008). Leader-follower effects in resource dilemmas: The 

roles of leadership selection and social responsibility. Group Processes and Intergroup 

Relations, 11(3), 355–369. https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430208090647 

Derous, E., Nguyen, H.-H., & Ryan, A. M. (2009). Hiring discrimination against arab 

minorities: Interactions between prejudice and job characteristics. Human Performance, 

22(4), 297–320. https://doi.org/10.1080/08959280903120261 

Dhar, R., & Simonson, I. (1992). The effect of the focus of comparison on consumer 

preferences. Journal of Marketing Research, 29(4), 430–440. 

https://doi.org/10.20595/jjbf.19.0_3 

Dutton, D. G., & Lake, R. A. (1973). Threat of own prejudice and reverse discrimination in 

interracial situations. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 28(1), 94–100. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/h0035582 



Chapter 1 

24 
 

Edelman, L. B., Krieger, L. H., Eliason, S. R., Albiston, C. R., & Mellema, V. (2011). When 

organizations rule: Judicial deference to institutionalized employment structures. 

American Journal of Sociology, 117(3), 888–954. https://doi.org/10.1086/661984 

Effron, D. A., Cameron, J. S., & Monin, B. (2009). Endorsing obama licenses favoring 

Whites. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 45(3), 590–593. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2009.02.001 

Effron, D. A., Miller, D. T., & Monin, B. (2012). Inventing racist roads not taken: The 

licensing effect of immoral counterfactual behaviors. Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology, 103(6), 916–932. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0030008 

Effron, D. A., & Monin, B. (2010). Letting people off the hook: When do good deeds excuse 

transgressions? Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 36(12), 1618–1634. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167210385922 

Freedman, J., & Fraser, S. (1966). Compliance without Pressure: The Foot-In-The-Doot 

Technique. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 4(2), 195–202. 

Galinsky, A. D., Wang, C. S., & Ku, G. (2008). Perspective-takers behave more 

stereotypically. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 95(2), 404–419. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.95.2.404 

Gino, F., Norton, M. I., & Ariely, D. (2010). The counterfeit self : The deceptive costs of 

faking it. Psychological Science, 21(5), 712-720. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797610366545 

Goldstein, N. J., & Cialdini, R. B. (2007). The spyglass self: A model of vicarious self-

perception. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 92(3), 402–417. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.92.3.402 

Gouvier, W. D., Sytsma-jordan, S., & Mayville, S. (2003). Patterns of discrimination in 

hiring job applicants with disabilities: The role of disability type, job complexity, and 



General Introduction 

25 
 

public contact, 48(3), 175–181. https://doi.org/10.1037/0090-5550.48.3.175 

Greening, D. W., & Turban, D. B. (2000). Corporate social performance as a competitive 

advantage in attracting a quality workforce. Business & Society, 39(3), 254–280. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/000765030003900302 

Hebl, M. R., Foster, J. B., Mannix, L. M., & Dovidio, J. F. (2002). Formal and interpersonal 

discrimination: A field study of bias toward homosexual applicants. Personality and 

Social Psychology Bulletin, 28(6), 815–825. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167202289010 

Highhouse, S., Gallo, A. (1997). Order effects in personnel decision making. Human 

Performance, 10(1), 31–46. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327043hup1001_2 

Jordan, J., Leliveld, M. C., & Tenbrunsel, A. E. (2015). The moral self-image scale: 

Measuring and understanding the malleability of the moral self. Frontiers in 

Psychology, 6(DEC). https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01878 

Jordan, J., Mullen, E., & Murnighan, J. K. (2011). Striving for the moral self: The effects of 

recalling past moral actions on future moral behavior. Personality and Social 

Psychology Bulletin, 37(5), 701–713. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167211400208 

Kaiser, C. R., Major, B., Jurcevic, I., Dover, T. L., Brady, L. M., & Shapiro, J. R. (2013). 

Presumed fair: ironic effects of organizational diversity structures. Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology, 81(1), 3–8. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0030838 

Kalev, A., Kelly, E., & Dobbin, F. (2006). Best practices or best guesses ? Assessing the 

efficacy of corporate affirmative action and diversity policies. American Sociological 

Review, 71(4), 589–617. https://doi.org/10.1177/000312240607100404 

Khan, U., & Dhar, R. (2006). Licensing effect in consumer choice. Journal of Marketing 

Research, 43(2), 259–266. https://doi.org/10.1509/jmkr.43.2.259 

Kouchaki, M. (2011). Vicarious moral licensing: The influence of others’ past moral actions 

on moral behavior. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 101(4), 702–715. 



Chapter 1 

26 
 

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0024552 

Krumm, A. J., & Corning, A. F. (2010). Who believes us when we try to conceal our 

prejudices ? The effectiveness of moral credentials with in-groups versus out-groups. 

The Journal of Social Psychology, 148(6), 37–41. 

https://doi.org/10.3200/SOCP.148.6.689-710 

Leslie, L. M. (2017). Diversity initiative effectiveness: A typological theory of unintended 

consequences. Academy of Management Review, 44(3), 538-563. 

https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2017.0087 

Merritt, A. C., Effron, D. A., Fein, S., Savitsky, K. K., Tuller, D. M., & Monin, B. (2012). 

The strategic pursuit of moral credentials. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 

48(3), 774–777. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2011.12.017 

Miller, D. T., & Effron, D. A. (2010). Psychological license. When it is needed and how it 

functions. Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, 43(C), 115–155. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0065-2601(10)43003-8 

Monin, B., & Jordan, A. H. (2009). Dynamic moral identity: A social psychological 

perspective. In D. Narvaez & D. Lapsley (Eds.), Moral self, identity and character: 

Prospects for a new field of study (pp. 341-354). New York: Cambridge University 

Press. 

Monin, B., & Miller, D. T. (2001). Moral credentials and the expression of prejudice. Journal 

of Personality and Social Psychology, 81(1), 33–43. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-

3514.81.1.33 

Newman, K. P., & Brucks, M. (2017). The influence of corporate social responsibility efforts 

on the moral behavior of high self-brand overlap consumers. Journal of Consumer 

Psychology, 28(2), 253–271. https://doi.org/10.1002/jcpy.1027 

Roberson, Q. M., & Hall, I. (2004). Diversity reputation and leadership diversity as sources 



General Introduction 

27 
 

of competitive advantage in organization. Academy of Management Proceedings, 1, 

F01–F07. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.5465/ambpp.2004.13863022 

Sachdeva, S., Iliev, R., & Medin, D. L. (2009). Sinning saints and saintly sinners: The 

paradox of moral self-regulation. Psychological Science, 20(4), 523–528. https://doi-

org.kuleuven.ezproxy.kuleuven.be/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2009.02326.x 

Simonson, I., & Tversky, A. (1992). Choice in context: Tradeoff contrast and extremeness 

aversion. Journal of Marketing Research, 83(1), 281–29. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/002224379202900301 

Stone, J., Wiegand, A. W., Cooper, J., & Aronson, E. (1997). When exemplification fails: 

Hypocrisy and the motive for self-integrity, 72(1), 54–65.  

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.72.1.54 

Sue, D. W., Capodilupo, C. M., Torino, G. C., Bucceri, J. M., Holder, A. M. B., Nadal, K. L., 

& Esquilin, M. (2007). Racial microaggressions in everyday life. American 

Psychologist, 62(4), 271–286. https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.62.4.271 

Tajfel, H. (1982). Social psychology of intergroup relations. Annual Review of Psychology, 

33, 1–39. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.ps.33.020182.000245 

Tetlock, P. E., Kristel, O. V, Elson, S. B., Green, M. C., & Lerner, J. S. (2000). The 

psychology of the unthinkable : Taboo trade-offs, forbidden base tates, and heretical 

counterfactuals. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 78(5), 853–870. 

https://doi.org/10.1037//0022-3514.78.5.853 

Treviño, L. K. (1986). Ethical Decision Making in Organizations: A Person-Situation 

Interactionist Model. The Academy of Management Review, 11(3), 601–617. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/S10551-01 

Trope, Y., & Liberman, N. (2010). Construal-level theory of psychological distance. 

Psychological Review, 117(2), 440–463. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0018963. 



Chapter 1 

28 
 

Verbeek, S. (2011). Employment equity policy frames in the literature: “good practice” 

versus “bad idea.” International Journal of Human Resource Management, 22(9), 1942–

1962. https://doi.org/10.1080/09585192.2011.573972 

West, C., & Zhong, C. (2015). Moral cleansing. Current Opinion in Psychology, 6, 221–225. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2015.09.022 

Wexley, K., Yukl, G., Kovacks, S., & Sanders, R. (1972). Importance of contrast effects in 

employment interviews. Journal of Applied Psychology, 56(1), 45–48. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/h0032132 

Zhong, C., & Liljenquist, K. (2006). Washing away your sins : Threatened morality and 

physical cleansing. Science, 313, 1451–1452. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1130726 

Zschirnt, E., & Ruedin, D. (2016). Ethnic discrimination in hiring decisions : a meta-analysis 

of correspondence tests 1990 – 2015, 9451. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2015.1133279 

  



 

29 
 

 

  



 

30 
 

 



The Influence of a Previous Selection Decision and Psychological Distance  
 

31 
 

 

 

 

Chapter 2: The Influence of a Previous 

Selection Decision and Psychological Distance 

on Ethnic Preferences in Selection: An 

Exploratory Study 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lennartz, C., Proost, K., Brebels, L. (2018). The influence of a previous selection 
decision and psychological distance on ethnic preferences in selection: An exploratory study. 

Gedrag & Organisatie, 31 (4), 344-370. 
 



Chapter 2 

32 
 

 

  



The Influence of a Previous Selection Decision and Psychological Distance  
 

33 
 

2.1 ABSTRACT 

Research about ethnic preferences in selection has not paid much attention to the 

potential influence of the selection context on the selection procedure. The present study 

investigates the extent to which the ethnicity of a selected candidate in a first selection 

procedure influences the ethnic preferences of a recruiter in a second selection procedure for 

another job/organization. Based on the construal level theory, we also argue that the expected 

psychological distance between the recruiter and the candidate will have an influence on ethnic 

preferences in selection. Results of a 2x2 between-subjects experiment (N = 128), based on an 

experimental design from Monin and Miller, 2001, suggest that recruiters are more likely to 

select a Belgian/Dutch candidate over an equally qualified Arab candidate (1) if they have 

selected an Arab candidate in a previous, unrelated selection procedure; and (2) if they select 

a candidate for their own team versus another team in the organization. To increase the validity 

of personnel selection, it is important to make recruiters aware of specific aspects of the context 

that may influence their selection decisions. 

 

Keywords: hiring decision, personnel selection, discrimination, balancing, construal 
level 
 

2.2 INTRODUCTION 

For a long time, the literature paid attention to all kinds of biases in personnel selection. 

A particular focus has been set on factors promoting discrimination in selection decisions. 

Among others, discrimination was found against candidates of other origins (Derous, Nguyen, 

& Ryan, 2009), candidates with disabilities (Gouvier, Sytsma-jordan, & Mayville, 2003), 

candidates with a different sexual orientation (Hebl, Foster, Mannix, & Dovidio, 2002), 

Muslims (King & Ahmad, 2010), and women (Rudman & Glick, 1999). In addition to aspects 

of the candidate, also characteristics of the recruiter have been studied, such as (implicit) 
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prejudices about (Arab) candidate (see Derous et al., 2009), and characteristics of the job and/or 

the organization (Derous & Ryan, 2018). Limited attention has been paid to the influence of 

the selection context on discrimination (see Aslund & Nordström Skans, 2012). 

The current study focuses on two aspects of the selection context that are still 

underexplored in research on discrimination. In particular, so far there is little insight into how 

a current selection decision of a recruiter is influenced by (1) a choice made in a previous 

selection decision taken with respect to another job, in a different selection procedure and for 

a different position, and by (2) the extent to which the recruiter perceives the job as 

psychologically close vs. far away. Although neither of these factors should play a role in 

choosing between two candidates from different ethnic origins in a selection decision, we will 

argue, based on theory and research from social psychology, that they do play a meaningful 

role in determining this choice.  

With this study, we build on research on sequence effects in selection. The literature on 

this subject has already demonstrated that the order of information about a candidate (e.g., 

positive information followed by negative information and vice versa) can have an influence 

on the assessment of the candidate (Highhouse, & Gallo, 1997). Other literature investigated 

the influence of information about a previous candidate on the evaluation of a subsequent 

candidate. For instance, Wexley, Yukl, Kovacks, and Sanders (1972) showed that mediocre 

candidates received a weaker (versus better) interview score when they were preceded by 

strong (versus less strong) candidates and that this contrast effect even explained up to 80% of 

the variance in the interview outcome. Shuh (1978) also found that the order in which 

candidates were interviewed had an influence on the assessment of the candidates. Particularly 

weaker candidates were remarkably less well evaluated when they were preceded by the best-

qualified candidate. 
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The current study builds on this literature but differs in that we study whether a first 

selection decision can influence a second selection decision that deals with a different selection 

procedure for a different job with other candidates. Furthermore, this research is novel because 

it looks at the influence of ethnicity of the candidate in the first decision on ethnic preferences 

in the second selection decision. More specifically, we want to investigate if recruiters 

psychologically compensate for an ethnic preference in a previous selection decision, in 

particular, if a previous choice for an Arab candidate increases the chance of a subsequent 

choice for a Belgian/Dutch candidate and vice versa.  

Previous selection research also showed that the demographic composition of the 

selection jury can have an influence on ethnic preferences in selection. Goldberg (2005) 

showed that candidates with the same ethnicity as the interviewer were assessed better than 

candidates with a different ethnic background. However, more research into how, when and 

why is needed to take this knowledge into account, for example when composing a jury for a 

selection or assessment center. For example, it seems appropriate to include recruiters who 

have sufficient knowledge of the work context in which the candidate will work later on. 

However, based on construal level theory (CLT, Trope & Liberman, 2010; Wiesenfeld, Reyt, 

Brockner, & Trope, 2017) we can expect a possible downside of including a jury member that 

will, later on, be close to the future candidate. According to research from CLT, a close 

psychological (i.e., temporal, spatial, social or hypothetical) distance increases the weight of 

pragmatic considerations (e.g., convenience, instrumentality) on decisions compared to 

deontological considerations (e.g., values and principles), while a large psychological distance 

causes the opposite (Agerström, Björklund, & Agerström, 2013) 

In the current study, we manipulate the spatial distance between the recruiter and a 

candidate by having recruiters select for the own team versus for another team in another 

building. If we assume that people on average will expect that a newcomer with a different 
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ethnic background in their own team could potentially cause more discomfort than a newcomer 

with the same ethnic background (e.g., stigma-by-association effect, Kulik, Bainbridge, & 

Cregan, 2008), selecting for the own (versus another) team entails more risks for negative 

discrimination (i.e., systematic disadvantage of candidates with a different ethnicity), but also 

that selecting for another (versus the own) team entails more risk for positive discrimination 

(i.e., systematically favoring candidates with a different ethnicity).  

2.2.1 Looking for an internal balance 

The social-psychological literature suggests that when a recruiter selects a candidate 

from an ethnic minority group in a first selection procedure, the chances of a candidate from 

an ethnic minority group in a subsequent selection procedure are reduced, even when it is about 

a different job and for another organization. Specifically, Monin and Miller (2001) showed that 

participants who recruited an African-American candidate in a first selection procedure 

(because this candidate was the most qualified), subsequently expressed a stronger preference 

for a Caucasian candidate in a second selection procedure for a different job in another 

organization. Building on this, research also showed that a stronger preference for a Caucasian 

versus an African American candidate was also observed when participants first had the chance 

to express their preference for Barack Obama in the American elections (Effron, Cameron, & 

Monin, 2009) or if participants in a first task wrote a text had about a positive experience with 

an African-American person (Bradley-Geist, King, Skorinko, Hebl, & McKenna, 2010). These 

findings suggest that people strive for an internal (i.e., personal) balance in light of ethnic 

preferences across selection procedures.  

However, research into the other side of the balance is scarce. An exception is a study 

by Dutton and Lake (1973), which showed that participants who believed they scored high on 

a scale that measured prejudices, subsequently gave more money to a black beggar than 

respondents in a neutral control condition. This effect has not yet been investigated within the 
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selection context. However, based on the literature, we could expect that selecting a 

Belgian/Dutch candidate in a first selection procedure then motivates recruiters to balance this 

choice with selecting an Arab candidate above an equally qualified Belgian/Dutch candidate a 

second selection procedure. 

In the current study, we manipulate the decision in the first selection procedure so that 

participants are encouraged to select a candidate with a Belgian/Dutch or an Arab name. We 

then examine whether this first decision has a causal effect on a second but explicitly unrelated 

selection decision between two equally qualified candidates (the names of which suggest a 

Belgian/Dutch or Arab ethnic origin). In accordance with the literature, we expect the 

normative null hypothesis (i.e., a neutral 50/50 distribution) will be rejected by the data due to 

the occurrence of internal balancing effects. Based on the literature we formulate the following 

hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 1:  Selecting an Arab (Belgian/Dutch) candidate in the first selection procedure 

leads to a higher chance of selecting a Belgian/Dutch (Arab) candidate in the 

second unrelated selection procedure. 

 

2.2.2 Selecting for the own team versus another team 

Little is known in the literature about whether or not recruiters judge differently when 

the candidate is recruited for the own versus another team in the organization. A theory that 

can offer important insights in this vein is CLT (Trope & Liberman, 2003, 2010; Wiesenfeld 

et al., 2017). "Construal level" refers to the way or level at which people store and retrieve 

information. According to this theory, this level changes as the psychological distance between 

people and their environment changes (i.e., other people, objects, events). If this distance is 

large, people make abstract mental representations of their environment. These representations 



Chapter 2 

38 
 

become more concrete as the distance decreases. This cognitive functioning of our brain has 

an important influence on the way in which we make decisions. For example, CLT states that 

people pay attention to and take into account more concrete, context-specific, and feasibility 

aspects in their decision if they experience a small (i.e., own team) psychological distance, and 

to more abstract, normative, and ideological information at a greater psychological distance 

(i.e., another team).  

This psychological distance can manifest itself in four ways, namely temporal (near vs. 

distant future), spatial (near vs. distant location), social (myself vs. other people) and 

hypothetical (real vs. theoretical). Abstract mental representations allow us to form an image 

of things that happen in a distant future or location, of other people or things that are theoretical, 

and thus transcend the here and now. If a recruiter has to make a selection decision for his own 

team, psychological distance, and in particular the spatial distance between the recruiter and 

the candidate, is small. In other words, the candidate is employed for a location close to the 

recruiter (i.e., a small spatial distance). When selecting for another team, this form of distance 

will often be greater (i.e., a large spatial distance). 

CLT states that as the distance increases, the weight given to value-driven information 

increases to the detriment of concrete, context-specific feasibility considerations (Eyal, 

Sagristano, Trope, Liberman, & Chaiken, 2009). An example of a feasibility consideration that 

could play an important role in selection for the own team is "the short-term cost" to choose an 

Arab candidate. Based on the literature on "stigma-by-association" (Kulik et al., 2008), we can 

assume that the cost of recruiting an Arab candidate for the own team can be relatively high. 

For example, recruiters may be afraid of being perceived negatively by others when having 

contact with stigmatized people. Other concrete contextual considerations that may lead to a 

stronger preference for Belgian/Dutch candidate are their potentially quicker employability, 

lower chances of conflict in the workplace, and less loss of customers who would rather not 
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like to interact with people from different ethnic backgrounds (Noon, 2007). In the far distance 

condition, some of these costs will be lower, for example, because there will be less direct 

contact between the potential future candidate and the recruiter. On the other hand, recruiters 

will, according to CLT (Wiesenfeld et al., 2017), give more weight to normative, ideological, 

long-term considerations in their choice when the psychological distance is large. Luguri, 

Napier, and Dovidio (2012) demonstrated that justice considerations play a stronger role in an 

abstract compared to a concrete mindset. Also Agerström and Björklund (2013) found that a 

large psychological distance makes people more concerned with upholding moral values and 

principles as opposed to a small psychological distance. For instance, organizational equal 

opportunities policies are often value-driven and focus mainly on long-term benefits (Noon, 

2007) and may therefore particularly drive decision making when the psychological distance 

is large.  

According to CLT, this will then exert a greater influence on the decision for another 

compared to an own team. Based on this literature, we assume that a selection decision for the 

own team will be guided by pragmatic considerations of the recruiter and by normative 

considerations when selecting for another team. This leads to the following hypothesis for a 

sample of Belgian/Dutch recruiters: 

 

Hypothesis 2:  Selecting for your own (other) team leads to a higher chance to select a 

Belgian/Dutch (Arab) candidate. 

 

2.2.3 Internal balance for the own team versus the other team 

The idea that a decision in a first selection procedure influences a decision in a second, 

explicitly unrelated selection procedure because people are motivated to maintain an internal 

balance is relatively new (e.g., Sachdeva, Iliev, & Medin, 2009). To date, the literature remains 
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unclear when people balance or behave consistently with previous choices. Based on literature 

on behavioral research, we argue and test whether choosing an Arab candidate in a first 

selection procedure will increase the chances of a Belgian/Dutch candidate in a second 

selection procedure for the own team (i.e., small psychological distance), while choosing a 

Belgian/Dutch candidate in a first selection procedure will increase the chances of an Arab 

candidate a second selection procedure for another team (i.e., large psychological distance). 

 

 

Figure 1.Conceptual model of this study. 

 

When recruiters select someone for their own team, we can assume from CLT that cost-

benefit considerations will play a stronger role (as stated under Hypothesis 2). However, we 

argue that whether those considerations will also result in negative discrimination will also 

depend on the previous decision. When this was in favor of the Arab candidate, we can expect 

the short-term costs of choosing a Belgian/Dutch candidate are relatively small. The reason for 

this is that it is easier to rationalize a preference for the Belgian/Dutch candidate in a second 

selection dilemma between two equally qualified candidates when an Arab candidate has been 

selected before (see Brown et al., 2011). When recruiters select someone for another team, we 

can expect from CLT that moral values, norms, and rules will play a stronger role (as stated 



The Influence of a Previous Selection Decision and Psychological Distance  
 

41 
 

under Hypothesis 2). However, whether those abstract, moral considerations will also translate 

into positive discrimination also depends on the previous decision. When this was in favor of 

a Belgian/Dutch candidate, we can expect that recruiters feel a stronger need to act in line with 

anti-discrimination norms and values and thus choose the Arab candidate. The model that is 

tested in this study is shown in Figure 1. 

 

Hypothesis 3:  The effect of a decision in a first selection procedure on a second unrelated 

selection procedure is moderated by the psychological distance in a way that 

selecting an Arab (Belgian/Dutch) candidate in the first selection procedure 

leads to a higher chance of selecting a Belgian/Dutch (Arab) candidate in the 

second selection procedure when selecting for the own (other) team. 

 

2.3 STUDY 

2.3.1  Participants 

The study was conducted with employees from the Netherlands and Flanders. 

Participants were invited via social networking sites such as Facebook and LinkedIn to 

participate in an online survey on decision-making in recruitment. Of the 183 people who 

started the study, 130 participants answered all questions (response rate = 71%). The average 

age of the participants was 36.9 (SD = 12.35). A small majority of the participants were male 

(53%) and 99% of the participants responded "Caucasian" when asked for their ethnic origin. 

Data from two participants who chose "Asian" and "African" were excluded from the analysis. 

36.2% of the participants had experience with selection and recruitment. 

2.3.2 Experimental design 

We tested our hypotheses based on a 2 (ethnicity of the candidate in selection procedure 

1: Arab vs. Belgian /Dutch sounding name) x 2 (spatial distance to the candidate in selection 
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procedure 2: candidate is selected for the own team vs. for the other team) experimental design. 

We followed a between-subjects design in which each participant was randomly assigned to 

one of the four experimental conditions. The dependent variable in this research was the choice 

between two star candidates with a different ethnic background made by participants in 

selection procedure 2. 

2.3.3 Procedure 

Similar to the methodology followed by Monin and Miller (2001), this study asked 

participants to empathize with the role of a recruiter at an HR company and to make two 

selection decisions in two unrelated selection procedures. In selection procedure 1, participants 

were presented with a selection task for an audit traineeship position in a large consultancy 

company. The vacancy for the starting position was displayed. In addition, it was stated that 

five candidates had already been shortlisted based on skill tests. The scores of these skill tests 

were presented to the participants and consisted of the following sub-aspects, each described 

as equally important for the job: language, logical reasoning, numerical logic, and situational 

reasoning. In all conditions, the fourth candidate was the most attractive: he achieved the 

highest score on every sub-aspect of the skill tests, and thus also the highest total score. We 

manipulated the ethnic origin of this star candidate by varying the name of this candidate in 

both conditions. Based on research by Arrijn, Feld and Nayer (1998) and Blommaert, 

Coenders, and van Tubergen (2014) we worked with an Arab-sounding name (Mohammed El 

Moussaoui), as discrimination for Arab candidates in the Netherlands and Flanders is 

particularly problematic. The other four candidates were given typical Belgian/Dutch names, 

namely Lucas De Jong, Sander Kuipers, Thomas Aalbers, and Michiel Zijlstra. In the other 

experimental condition, the star candidate was named "Wouter Meijer" keeping the names of 

the other candidates identical (see 2.6.1). 
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In selection procedure 2, participants were presented with a new independent selection 

task for the job of a fellow recruiter at the HR company in which they were employed. Four 

candidates were shortlisted for this job based on the same skill tests as in selection procedure 

1. However, this time, making a selection decision was less obvious because not one but two 

equally qualified candidates emerged from the pre-selection. Participants were asked to 

indicate which of the four candidates was most suitable for the position of a recruiter (‘Which 

candidate would you select for the position of the recruiter?’). To be able to make this decision, 

participants received the vacancy and the results of the skill tests. These results clearly showed 

that one Belgian/Dutch candidate (Bram Van Dijk) and an Arab candidate (Youssef Ait 

Haddou) were equally qualified, and the other two, Belgian/Dutch candidates (Joris De Vries 

and Daan Brinkman) were clearly less qualified (see 2.6.2).  

The psychological distance was manipulated mentioning that the future recruiter would 

work in the own versus another recruitment team within the same department but a different 

building (see 2.6). The position of a recruiter was chosen so that the psychological distance 

between recruiting participants and the future candidate was manipulated (i.e., own or another 

recruitment team) without changing the required qualifications for the job. This allowed the 

choice between the Belgian/Dutch or Arab candidates not to depend on the position they hold 

later, but entirely on ethnicity. 

2.3.4 Measuring instruments 

Pre-test. In a separate pre-test, we checked whether participants correctly interpreted 

the names in terms of their ethnic origin. 68 participants (63% male, 18% experience with 

selection, all Caucasian) were asked to indicate for each name whether it was of Belgian/Dutch 

versus Arab origin. Based on a questionnaire (8 items, measured on a 7-point Likert scale, 

Cronbach`s α =.78, Kimmons, Harrison & Martins, 2016), we also measured how participants 

perceived the psychological distance to the candidate when working for the own or another 
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team. The results showed that almost all participants correctly categorized the names as 

Belgian/Dutch or Arab names. A small exception was the name Michiel Zijlstra which was 

categorized as an Arab name by two participants.  

Furthermore, participants perceived a larger spatial distance to the candidate when 

selecting for another team, M = 4.29, SD = 1.15, versus selecting for the own team , M = 3.40, 

SD = 1.34, t(66) = -2.95, p = .001.To exclude a potential influence of explicit manipulation 

checks, we measured these aspects in the main study but assume, based on these pre-tests, that 

our manipulations were successful.  

Additional checks. In the main study, additional checks were performed to test whether 

participants correctly interpreted the results of the skill tests and correctly remembered whether 

they had to employ a candidate for the own or the other team.. First of all, with the question 

"Which candidate do you think received the best score?” we checked whether participants 

correctly interpreted the scores on the skill tests. This was successful if participants correctly 

indicated the candidate with the highest total score for this question. For selection decision 1, 

this was Wouter Meijer and Mohammed El Moussaoui, depending on the experimental 

condition. For selection decision 2, these were Bram Van Dijk and Youssef Ait Haddou, who 

achieved an equivalent score. In addition, we assessed how competent participants perceived 

the candidates based on the question "How competent do you perceive each candidate for the 

position?” on a 6-point scale (1 = very incompetent; 6 = very competent). For selection 

procedure 1, the manipulation succeeded if participants identified Mohammed El Moussaoui 

as the most competent in the condition with the Arabian star candidate, and Wouter Meijer as 

the most competent in the condition with the Belgian/Dutch star candidate. For selection 

procedure 2, the manipulation succeeded if Bram Van Dijk and Youssef Ait Haddou were 

indicated as the most and equally competent candidates. 
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Decision in selection procedure 2. The dependent variable, decision in selection 

procedure 2, was measured with the following question: "Which candidate would you select 

for the position of the recruiter?”. Participants could then indicate one candidate from the 

shortlist of four candidates (Bram van Dijk, Youssef Ait Haddou, Joris De Vries, Daan 

Brinkman). 

Control variables. Since the literature shows that the work experience of recruiters can 

influence a decision that is made in a selection context (e.g., Koch, Mello, & Sackett, 2015) we 

included it in the analysis. This was measured with one question, "Do you have experience 

with making selection decisions such as recruitment, promotion, etc.?", with the answer 

options: no (= 0) and yes (= 1). Also, we checked for "openness to diversity", measured with 

the short-form operationalization (15 items, measured on a 6-point scale, α = .86) from the 

Miville-Guzman Universality-Diversity Scale (Fuertes, Miville, Mohr, Sedlacek & Gretchen, 

2000). The literature shows that openness to diversity is positively associated with empathy for 

minority groups (Chao, Wei, Spanierman, Longo, & Northart, 2015). This could mean that 

participants who were more open to diversity were also inclined to express a greater preference 

for an Arab candidate. 

2.3.5 Analyses 

The hypotheses were tested based on a logistic regression analysis. The manipulated 

variables were coded as dummies (ethnic origin selection procedure 1: 0 = Belgian/Dutch 

candidate, 1 = Arab candidate; psychological distance: 0 = selection for the own team, 1 = 

selection for the other team). The dependent variable was also coded as a dummy (0 = 

Belgian/Dutch candidate; 1 = Arab candidate). Based on a hierarchical logistic regression, it 

was examined whether the decision in selection procedure 1 and the psychological distance in 

isolation and in combination influenced the decision in selection procedure 2. The control 
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variables were included in the first step. The two main effects were included in the second step. 

The interaction term was added in the third step. 

2.3.6 Results 

In selection procedure 1, only the fourth candidate was presented as most qualifed. 

Depending on the experimental condition, this was Wouter Meijer or Mohammed El 

Moussaoui. Analysis revealed that all participants in both experimental conditions chose for 

the most qualified candidate. Moreover, we found that the most qualified candidate was 

perceived as most competent and significantly more competent as all other candidates 

presented on the shortlist.(see Table 1).  

 

Table 1 
Results from t-tests to compare mean competence values of the candidates in selection 
procedure 1, split per condition (Arabic vs. Belgian Dutch star candidate). 
     

Mean differences 

 
Min  Max M SD 2 3 4 5 

1. Lucas de Jong 

2. Sander Kuipers 

3. Thomas Aalbers 

4. Moh. El Moussaoui 

5. Michiel Zijlstra 

 

1. Lucas de Jong 

2. Sander Kuipers 

3. Thomas Aalbers 

4. Wouter Meijer 

5. Michiel Zijlstra 

1 

1 

1 

3 

1 

 

2 

1 

1 

5 

2 

5 

5 

5 

6 

4 

 

5 

5 

5 

6 

5 

3.70 

2.67 

2.54 

5.35 

2.97 

 

3.80 

2.75 

2.52 

5.42 

2.89 

0.89 

0.84 

0.78 

0.57 

0.74 

 

0.75 

0.87 

0.79 

0.50 

0.71 

1.03** 

 

 

 

 

 

1.05** 

1.16**

0.13 

 

 

 

 

1.28** 

0.23* 

1.65**

2.68**

2.81** 

 

 

 

1.62** 

2.66** 

2.89** 

0.73**

0.30**

0.43**

2.38** 

 

 

0.91** 

0.14 

0.37** 

2.52** 

 

* p < .05, ** p < .01 
N = 128. Values in columns 2-5 represent differences in the perceived competence between 
the candidates based on a t-test. Star candidates: Mohammed El Moussaoui, Wouter Meijer.  
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In selection procedure 2, only 93 participants indicated that both candidates received an 

equal score on the skills test. 35 participants indicated that either the Arab or the Belgian/Dutch 

candidate received the highest score. However, all participants perceived both candidates more 

competent compared to the other candidates and they perceived the Arab and the Belgian/Dutch 

star candidate equally competent, t(127) = -0.16, p = .49 (see Table 2). 

 

Table 2 
Results from t-tests to compare mean competence values of the candidates in selection 
procedure 2. 
     

Mean differences 

 Min  Max M SD 2 3 4 

1. Joris De Vries 

2. Bram Van Dijk 

3. Daan Brinkman 

4. Youssef Ait Haddou 

2 

4 

1 

2 

5 

6 

5 

6 

3.53 

4.95 

2.62 

4.98 

0.64 

0.63 

0.69 

0.69 

1.42** 

 

 

0.91**

2.33** 

 

 

1.45**

0.03 

2.36** 

* p < .05, ** p < .01 
N = 128. Values in columns 2-4 represent differences in the perceived competence between 
the candidates based on a t-test. Star candidates: Bram Van Dijk, Youssef Ait Haddou. 

 

The fact that 35 participants only indicated one highest scoring candidate could provide 

an alternative explanation for our results. In particular, these participants possibly did not 

consider the two candidates to be equally qualified and, in the experiment, chose the candidate 

who, according to them, achieved the highest score. To control for this, we created two 

dummies (Arab candidate: 0 = both candidates indicated, 1 = Arab candidate indicated and 

Belg/NL candidate:0 = both candidates indicated, 1 = Belgian/Dutch candidate indicated) and 

controlled for them in the analysis. 

Hypothesis 1 states that selecting an Arab (Belgian/Dutch) candidate in the first 

selection procedure would lead to a higher chance of selecting a Belgian/Dutch (Arab) 

candidate in the second selection procedure. The results of the logistic regression analysis (see 
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Table 3) showed a significant effect of the decision in selection procedure 1 on the decision in 

selection procedure 2, B = -1.28, SE = 0.48, Wald = 7.23, p = .01 (see Table 3). 

 

Table 3 
Results of the logistic regression analysis. 
 

b SE(b) Wald p Exp(B) 

Step 1      
Openness to diversity 

Experience 

Arab candidate 

Belg/NL candidate 

1.61 

-0.48 

2.25 

-2.96 

0.39 

0.46 

0.75 

1.13 

17.36 

1.12 

9.11 

6.84 

.00 

.29 

.00 

.01 

5.02 

0.62 

9.49 

0.05 

Step 2      
Openness to diversity 

Experience 

Arab candidate 

Belg/NL candidate 

1.73 

-0.76 

2.00 

-3.00 

0.45 

0.50 

0.79 

1.17 

14.99 

2.27 

6.45 

6.60 

.00 

.13 

.01 

.01 

5.63 

0.47 

7.43 

0.05 

      
1st selection procedure 

Spatial distance 

´-1.28 

1.34 

0.48 

0.49 

7.23 

7.33 

.01 

.01 

0.28 

3.80 

Step 3      
Openness to diversity 

Experience 

Arab candidate 

Belg/NL candidate 

1.71. 

-0.75 

2.01 

-2.92 

0.45 

0.51 

0.79 

1.16 

14.56 

2.20 

6.49 

6.34 

.00 

.14 

.01 

.01 

5.52 

0.47 

7.43 

0.05 

      
1st selection procedure 

Spatial distance 

-1.57 

1.09 

0.73 

0.66 

4.65 

2.73 

.03 

.10 

0.21 

2.98 

      
Interaction 0.53 0.96 0.30 .59 1.69 

N= 128. Arabic candidate(0=equal score, better score of Arabic candidate), Belg/NL 
candidate (0=equal score, better score of Belg/NL candidate; 1st selection procedure (0 = 
Belg/NL star candidate, Arab star candidate; spatial distance (0 = own team, 1 = other 
team). 
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The odds ratio for the decision in selection procedure 1 is less than 1, Exp(B) = .28, 

indicating that the chances of the Arab candidate (in relation to the Belgian/Dutch candidate) 

decreased in selection procedure 2 if an Arab candidate was selected in selection procedure 1 

and vice versa (see Figure 2). 

 

 

Figure 2. Percentage of people selecting Belgian/Dutch vs. Arab candidate as a function of 
the selection in the first selection procedure; 1 = first selection procedure, 2 = second 
selection procedure. 

 

Hypothesis 2 states that selecting for the own (other) team leads to a higher likelihood 

of selecting a Belgian/Dutch (Arab) candidate in the second selection procedure. This 

hypothesis was also confirmed by the results of the logistic regression analysis, B = 1.34, SE = 

0.49, Wald = 7.33, p = .01 (see Table 3). The odds ratio for spatial distance was greater than 1, 

Exp(B) = 3.80, indicating that the chance for the Arab candidate (in relation to the 

Belgian/Dutch candidate) was greater in the far distance condition, that is when selecting for 

another team. The chances were reversed for the Belgian/Dutch candidate (in relation to the 

Arab candidate) and greater in the low distance condition, that is when for selecting for the 

own team (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. Percentage of people selecting Belgian/Dutch vs. Arab candidate as a function of 
spatial distance; 2 = second selection procedure. 
 

Finally, the interaction between the decision in selection procedure 1 and spatial 

distance was not significant, B = 0.53, SE = 0.96, Wald = 0.30, p = .59. Therefore, hypothesis 

3, assuming that the effect of the decision in the first selection procedure on the decision in the 

second selection procedure is moderated by spatial distance, could not be confirmed. Regarding 

the control variables, the results showed a significant relationship between openness to 

diversity and the second selection decision, so that participants who showed more openness to 

diversity had a stronger preference for the Arab candidate in selection procedure 2. Experience 

with selection had no significant relationship with the choice made in selection procedure 2.  

 

2.4 DISCUSSION 

The aim of this study was to investigate the influence of specific aspects of the (social) 

context of recruiters on discrimination in selection decisions. In particular, we suggested that a 

decision in a first selection procedure would have a systematic influence on a decision in a 

second, unrelated selection procedure and that the expected psychological distance to the 
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candidate to be selected in the second selection procedure would have an influence on this 

decision. 

2.4.1 General findings and theoretical implications 

In line with our expectations, we found that recruiters had a stronger preference for the 

Belgian/Dutch candidate in the second selection procedure if an Arab candidate was recruited 

in the first, unrelated selection procedure. On the other hand, the chances of the Arab candidate 

were higher in the second selection procedure when a Belgian/Dutch candidate was selected in 

the first selection procedure. These results are consistent with the literature on sequence effects 

in selection, which convincingly demonstrate that evaluations of a candidate are influenced by 

previous information about the candidate (Highhouse & Gallo, 1997) as well as by an 

evaluation of a previous candidate within the same selection procedure (Shuh, 1978; Wexley 

et al., 1972). We bring this literature a step further by demonstrating that a decision in a first 

selection procedure can influence the decision in a second selection procedure for another job 

in another organization.  

Furthermore, in line with CLT, we found (Trope & Liberman, 2010; Wiesenfeld et al., 

2017) that recruiting for the own team led to a larger chance of selecting for the Belgian/Dutch 

candidate above an equal qualified Arab candidate. We found the opposite when recruiting for 

another team. Here we saw a stronger preference for the Arab candidate versus the equally 

qualified Belgian/Dutch candidate. The finding is in line with the literature which shows that 

people are more likely to be guided by normative considerations when the psychological 

distance is high, while pragmatic considerations focused on self-interest receive more weight 

when the psychological distance is low (Eyal et al., 2009; Kogut, Eyal & Sharon, 2017).  

Finally, the interaction effect between the decision in the first selection procedure and 

the psychological distance was not significant. However, figures 4 and 5 show that the results 

were in line with our expectations. In particular, these figures suggest a stronger preference for 
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a Belgian/Dutch candidate when selecting for the own team and following the selection of an 

Arab candidate in the first selection procedure, and a stronger preference for an Arab candidate 

when selecting for the another team and following the recruitment of a Belgian/Dutch candidate 

in the first selection procedure. Interestingly, the 50/50 distribution was approached or 

achieved in the other two cells of the experimental design.  

 

 

Figure 4. Percentage of people selecting Belgian/Dutch vs. Arab candidate for the own team 
as a function of the selection in the first selection procedure; 1 = first selection procedure, 2 = 
second selection procedure. 
 
 

A possible explanation for the non-significance of this effect is a lack of statistical 

power. That is why we conducted a post hoc G * Power analysis for logistic regression, with 

an odds ratio of 1.69 (see Table 2) for the odds ratio of the interaction effect.This resulted in a 

statistical power of .43 indicating that our data was not sufficiently powerful to detect a possible 

interaction effect. Further research is therefore needed with a larger sample size to have 

sufficient power for the interaction. For the main effects, power was sufficient (.95 for the main 

effect of the first selection decision and .97 for the main effect of the psychological distance). 
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Figure 5. Percentage of people selecting Belgian/Dutch vs. Arab candidate for the other team 
as a function of the selection in the first selection procedure; 1 = first selection procedure, 2 = 
second selection procedure. 

 

In summary, these results show that contextual factors, in this study a decision in a first 

unrelated selection procedure, and the expected psychological distance between a recruiter and 

a future candidate, systematically influenced hiring discrimination. Although selection 

decisions are not always the result of a forced choice between equally qualified candidates as 

in the current study, the results do suggest that other predictable biases by human thought 

processes will occur when processing information by human decision-makers (Ariely, 2008). 

This is an important new insight into discrimination literature and deserves further attention in 

research on selection. 

2.4.2 Strengths, limitations, and suggestions for further research 

Although our findings show that a decision in a first selection procedure can influence 

a decision in a second selection procedure for another job in another organization, this study 

cannot provide a direct answer to the underlying mechanism explaining this finding. A first 

possible explanation for this effect can be found in the literature on moral licensing (Blanken, 

van de Ven, & Zeelenberg, 2015; Monin & Miller, 2001) and moral cleansing (West & Zhong, 
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2015). According to this mechanism, variations in the moral self-image of a recruiter may 

explain this effect. Recruiting an Arab candidate in the first selection procedure could lead to 

a temporary increase in the moral self-image. Since people strive for an internal moral balance, 

this could subsequently allow them to relax their striving for a moral outcome which may 

increase the chance that a Belgian/Dutch candidate is selected in the second selection 

procedure. Conversely, choosing for a Belgian/Dutch candidate could lower the moral self-

image of recruiters. This would then increase their moral striving and lead to a greater tendency 

to choose the Arab candidate in the second selection procedure (Sachdeva et al., 2009; Tetlock, 

Kristel, Elson, Green, & Lerner, 2000). Another theoretical explanation is that our results were 

driven by justice considerations. In particular, participants may have chosen to select an Arab 

candidate in the second selection procedure after choosing a Belgian/Dutch candidate in the 

first selection procedure and vice versa to give candidates of different ethnicity a fair chance. 

Regardless of the underlying mechanism, the decision in the second selection procedure was 

predictably influenced by the decision in the first selection procedure, reflecting the human 

tendency to balance successive decisions, even if these decisions are unrelated. To address this 

issue, more fundamental research is needed into the underlying mechanism and motives of 

recruiters when making selection decisions.  

This study looked at how an ethnic preference in a first selection procedure influences 

an ethnic preference in a second unrelated selection procedure. Based on behavioral science 

literature (Blanken et al., 2015), one might expect that various other preceding behaviors 

unrelated to the current selection task may encourage recruiters to reach an internal balance 

when making selection decisions. For example, consider a financial contribution to a good 

cause, inviting a colleague with a different ethnic background in a discussion versus telling a 

racist joke, or expressing a preference for a right-wing party. More research-based on 
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controlled experimental designs is needed to systematically examine the influence of various 

factors in the social context of recruiters on selection decisions. 

The psychological distance is conceptualized by CLT in four ways. It can be about a 

temporal distance (e.g., the candidate will be recruited tomorrow vs. in the distant future), 

spatial distance (e.g., the candidate works at the same location as the recruiter vs. at a distant 

location), hypothetical distance (e.g., the chance that the candidate is recruited is very likely 

vs. unlikely) and social distance (e.g., the candidate and the recruiter have a social bond or not). 

In this study, we focused on spatial distance. Further research could determine whether other 

forms of distance also trigger similar effects in selection contexts. This evokes numerous new 

avenues for research. For example, future research could investigate the effect of psychological 

distance from a candidate in terms of temporal distance (e.g., making a decision for the distant 

future) or other forms of spatial distance (e.g., selection of expats).  

This research is based on an experimental study with a fictional scenario. The advantage 

of this is that causality can be established because disturbing variables can be controlled for 

(Antonakis, Bendahan, Jacquart, & Lalive, 2010). The disadvantage of this is that the 

ecological validity of the study can be challenged. Since many factors that actually play a role 

(e.g., an anti-discrimination policy of the organization) do not play a role in this fictional 

scenario, this study is rather exploratory in nature. Nevertheless, we tried to make the scenario 

as realistic as possible by adding a representative vacancy for a management trainee and a 

recruiting position and by giving results of skill tests that are often used in the selection context. 

Furthermore, it is common to pre-select a small group of similarly qualified candidates among 

whom the recruiter must choose. Still, further research is needed to investigate if the observed 

effects in this study can also be demonstrated in a real-life selection setting where recruiters 

make decisions in the context of legislation, organizational objectives, and anti-discrimination 

policies. 
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Given the sensitivity of this topic and the strong social anti-discrimination norms, it 

cannot be excluded that the responses of the participants are (partly) driven by social 

desirability. However, there are a number of reasons to expect that social desirability did not 

affect our results. If social desirability would be problematic in our study, all experimental cells 

had been affected. Given that the participants were blind to the other conditions, it is unlikely 

that social desirability can explain the differences between the conditions. Moreover, we were 

interested in and showed the effects on positive as well as negative discrimination in this study. 

If our results were driven by social desirability, we would, in particular, expect less negative 

discrimination and no effect on positive discrimination and therefore results closer to the 50/50 

distribution. Finally, we have tried to avoid potential effects of social desirability in two ways: 

the invitation letter for participation did not contain any explicit information about the concrete 

research question and all data was collected anonymously. The introduction to the online 

experiment explicitly informed participants about their anonymity when collecting and 

processing data. According to Barrera and Simpson (2012), this approach is one of the most 

advocated and implemented methods to minimize social desirability. Taking the sensitivity of 

our topic into account, we cannot completely exclude potential social desirability effects in this 

study. 

Another influence on the results that we cannot exclude is the characteristics of the two 

different, consecutive positions. The first position was a starter position in a large consultancy 

company and the second position was a position as a recruiter, where among other things a 

good knowledge of Dutch was necessary. This requirement could trigger participants to see 

this position as less suitable for an Arab candidate. Also, other aspects of the job (in particular 

the amount of contact with customers, the prestigious nature of the sector, see Derous, 

Pepermans, & Ryan, 2017) could partly influence our results. Therefore, we encourage further 
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research into the influence of job characteristics and the organization or job sector in 

combination with the choice in the previous selection decision. 

The results presented in this work are based on one experiment. Replication of our 

findings in a second experiment with sufficient statistical power is an important suggestion for 

further research. Moreover, we relied on a pre-test with a separate sample to assess whether 

people correctly categorized the names used in our study as Dutch/Belgian versus Arab names 

and whether participants perceived a high versus low spatial proximity to the candidate as a 

function of our manipulation. Although the pre-test showed that participants interpreted our 

manipulations correctly, we cannot be 100% sure that this was also the case for the participants 

in the main study. Therefore, a replication experiment should include the manipulation checks 

in the experiment itself. 

2.4.3 Practical recommendations 

The results of this study have practical implications for the recruitment and 

discrimination of candidates. It is important that recruiters become aware that a decision in a 

first selection procedure may (unknowingly) influence the way they make a decision in a 

second selection procedure, even if this is for another position at another organization. In 

addition, it is also important to pay attention to the spatial distance between the recruiter and 

the candidate. On one hand, we see that when recruiting for the own team, negative 

discrimination can be the consequence because the recruiter is more likely to favor a candidate 

with a Belgian/Dutch background to the disadvantage of an equally qualified candidate with 

an Arab background. On the other hand, our results show that when selecting for another team, 

positive discrimination can be the consequence because the recruiter is more likely to favor an 

Arab candidate to the disadvantage of an equally qualified Belgian/Dutch candidate. A mix of 

members of the jury who experience various degrees of spatial distance from the candidate 
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(i.e., recruiters who will and will not work in the same team as the candidate) could possibly 

offer a solution.  

This study raises the question of how recruiters can be supported to prevent the effect 

of contextual aspects on their selection decisions. Our study shows that variation in selection 

decisions is systematically explained by (specific aspects) of the selection context. Specific 

training on such (unconscious) biases could raise awareness, which could be a first step to 

prevent such factors from influencing selection decisions.  
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2.6 APPENDICES 

2.6.1 Job description and results of skills tests in selection procedure 1 

AUDIT TRAINEESHIP 
 
Description 
This traineeship is the perfect opportunity for you to gain varied experiences within a 
dynamic organization with a lot of expertise and know-how. You will be guided by 
experienced professionals and will have the opportunity to grow quickly within the 
organization. 
The internal audit department supports management in achieving business objectives. Due to 
your challenging and varied missions you will not only get acquainted with the audit 
department but also with other departments within our company. In this way, you will 
gradually refine your competences and expertise to realize your ambitions. 
 
Function 

 Preparation and execution of financial and operational audits 
 Analysis and control of yearly account reportings 
 Control and reporting of special assignments, settlements, acquisitions 
 Reporting of performed audits 

 
Profile 

 You have a Master`s degree in economics or finance 
 You have at least two years of experience 
 You have good language skills in English, Dutch and French. 
 You are a quick learner and want to fully use your potential 
 You are good at judging situations and are a team player 
 You combine a strong numerical logic with excellent synthesis skills 
 You reason logically and think solution-oriented 
 You have good language skills, both oral and in writing 

 
Employment terms 

 We offer a traineeship that includes the following: 
 Coaching, mentoring and continuous feedback 
 The option to develop a network 
 A permanent contract 
 A competitive salary and extra benefits 

 
The five candidates listed below applied for this job. They all have a Master`s degree in an 
economic direction and were already pre-selected from earlier stages of the recruiting 
process. They all participated in a skills test. It is important to mention that all aspects of 
the skills test are equally relevant for the execution of the job. You can find the results of 
the skills tests below.  
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Lucas De Jong       

Language 

Logical reasoning 

Numerical logic 

Situational reasoning 

TOTAL SCORE 

7/10 

5/10 

6/10 

6/10 

6/10 

     

Sander Kuipers       

Language 

Logical reasoning 

Numerical logic 

Situational reasoning 

TOTAL SCORE 

4/10 

6/10 

6/10 

5/10 

5/10 

 

  

  

Thomas Aalbers       

Language 

Logical reasoning 

Numerical logic 

Situational reasoning 

TOTAL SCORE 

7/10 

4/10 

3/10 

6/10 

5/10 

     

Wouter Meijer / Mohammed El Moussaoui 

Language 

Logical reasoning 

Numerical logic 

Situational reasoning 

TOTAL SCORE 

8/10 

7/10 

9/10 

8/10 

8/10 

     

Michiel Zijlstra 

Language 

Logical reasoning 

Numerical logic 

Situational reasoning 

TOTAL SCORE 

7/10 

5/10 

6/10 

4/10 

5.5/10 
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2.6.2 Job description and results of skills tests in selection procedure 2 
 
RECRUITER 
 
Description 
We, a growing player on the market for recruitment and selection, are looking for a new 
colleague. Our commitment, which is your advantage, is that we always look for a long-term 
partnership. We combine our qualitative approach with open and honest communication in 
which integrity and discretion are central.  
Do you get satisfied when creating the ideal match between candidates and organizations? 
Are you both driven and result-oriented? If yes, then you are the new colleague we are 
looking for. 
 
Function 

 After a thorough job-analysis, you search for the ideal candidate via various channels, 
including social media 

 You create the job vacancies to attract candidates 
 You detect where the optimal candidates can be found and approach them pro-

actively 
 You initiate the first contact with candidates, prepare and screen them 
 You search actively for new opportunities on the market 

 
Profile 

 You have a university degree or equivalent professional experience 
 A (first) experience in recruitment and selection is an advantage 
 You have good analytical and logical reasoning skills 
 You are accurate in administration and score high on numerical logic 
 You have good language skills and have a good knowledge of Dutch, French, and 

English 
 You are flexible and can adjust easily  
 You are pro-active and can judge situations 
 You work goal- and action-oriented 

 
Employment terms 

 An exciting function as HR-professional allowing you to experience the business 
world in all of its facets 

 The opportunity to advance your expertise by participating in projects within the HR-
field 

 Realistic opportunities for growth within a dynamic organization 
 A competitive salary with additional benefits 

 
The four candidates listed below applied for this job. They all have a Master`s degree in an 
economic direction and were already pre-selected from earlier stages of the recruiting 
process. They all participated in a skills test. It is important to mention that all aspects of 
the skills test are equally relevant for the execution of the job. You can find the results of 
the skills tests below.  
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Joris De Vries       

Language 

Logical reasoning 

Numerical logic 

Situational reasoning 

TOTAL SCORE 

7/10 

5/10 

6/10 

6/10 

6/10 

     

Dan Brinkman       

Language 

Logical reasoning 

Numerical logic 

Situational reasoning 

TOTAL SCORE 

7/10 

4/10 

3/10 

6/10 

5/10 

 

  

  

Bram Van Dijk       

Language 

Logical reasoning 

Numerical logic 

Situational reasoning 

TOTAL SCORE 

7/10 

8/10 

7/10 

8/10 

7.5/10 

     

Youssef Ait Haddou 

Language 

Logical reasoning 

Numerical logic 

Situational reasoning 

TOTAL SCORE 

8/10 

7/10 

7/10 

8/10 

7.5/10 
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2.6.3 Manipulation spatial distance selection procedure 2 
 
Manipulation small spatial distance.  
After the first selection procedure for the audit traineeship, you will now be asked to recruit a 
new employee for the recruiting agency you are working for. You are part of one of two 
existing recruitment teams. The new candidate will work in YOUR team.  
The situation in your team is a follows: 
Your full team is situated on the same floor and you share one office with your team 
members. The work situation is illustrated in the picture below which shows the office where 
you and your colleagues work. Your own fixed workplace in this office is indicated with an 
A. The workplace of the new colleague is situated directly across from you and is indicated 
with a B.  
 

 
 
 
Manipulation large spatial distance.  
After the first selection procedure for the audit traineeship, you will now be asked to recruit a 
new employee for the recruiting agency you are working for. You are part of one of two 
existing recruitment teams. The new candidate will work in the OTHER team.  
The situation in your organization is a follows: 
The other recruitment team is situated in another office building about 65 km away from your 
workplace. The locations are illustrated on the map below. The fixed workplace of your team 
is indicated with an A. The workplace for the other team and the new candidate is indicated 
with a B.  
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3.1 ABSTRACT 

Building on the moral licensing literature, this paper examines whether highlighting the 

successful implementation of an equal opportunities policy in a company leads to covert rather 

than overt forms of discrimination in employment selection (i.e., expressing a preference for 

white candidates over a black/Moroccan candidates in an ambiguous context). Furthermore, 

moral self‐image is indirectly tested as a possible underlying mechanism. Two scenario studies 

first revealed that highlighting the successful implementation of an equal opportunities policy 

increased a discriminatory hiring preference but only in an ambiguous compared to a non-

ambiguous context (study 1) and that elevated levels of moral self‐image were related to a 

discriminatory hiring preference in the ambiguous but not in the non-ambiguous context (study 

2). Subsequently, a field study revealed that the successfulness of rather than the mere presence 

of equal opportunities policies positively related to employees’ moral self‐image (study 3). 

 

Keywords: inclusion/diversity, legal/regulatory context, selection/placement 

 

3.2 INTRODUCTION 

A challenging debate in the recruitment and selection literature concerns the issue of 

employment discrimination. This debate started more than 50 years ago in the United States 

and led to the development of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. This Act rendered discrimination 

illegal and made prosecution possible. The Act was refined in 1991, translated into different 

laws and directives (e.g., European legislation) and picked up by organizations, who developed 

policies for equal employment opportunities, regardless of race, cultural background, and color 

or religion (Wilson & Iles, 1999). 

In this study, we focus on racial discrimination as racial minorities remain a strongly 

targeted group for discrimination in the workplace (Deitch, Barsky, Butz, Brief, & Bradley, 
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2003). In response to this, equal opportunity policies were developed and showed some 

success. Policy implementation changed the behavior of gatekeepers (i.e., recruiters) within 

companies, resulting in an increase in minority members hired in personnel selection (e.g., 

Colarelli, Poole, Unterborn, & Souza, 2010). Yet, recent studies warned for an important 

possible flipside to this success. While overt forms of discrimination (e.g., openly expressing 

prejudices toward certain groups) are reduced (Schuman, Steeh, Bobo, & Krysan, 1997), more 

covert or subtle forms of discrimination (e.g., covering the expression of prejudices as neutral 

or even moral behavior) are not (Sue, 2010; Sue et al., 2007). This may be due to two reasons. 

First, since covert forms of discrimination are less visible and more difficult to attribute to 

prejudices, they are easily overlooked and cannot (all) be covered by policymaking. As a result, 

covert discrimination still allows prejudiced judgment and decision‐making without the fear of 

(legal) prosecution. Second and more importantly, we argue that the presence of a successfully 

implemented policy may in itself provoke covert discrimination and thus be responsible for an 

increase in covert types of discrimination. Specifically, we bring forward the counterintuitive 

idea that covert discrimination can be even more likely to occur when successfully installed 

equal opportunities policies are made salient. In this way, a decrease in overt forms of 

discrimination could in itself stimulate more covert forms of discrimination. 

Previous calls for an empirical assessment of the idea that policies aimed at decreasing 

discrimination within organizations may actually increase ambiguous forms of discrimination, 

have not been answered yet (Leslie, 2017). We address this gap by building on the mechanism 

of moral licensing, stating that a prior moral deed can increase the moral self‐image of the 

actor, which subsequently allows the actor to relax moral strivings, and thus to engage in less 

moral behavior on the next occasion (Monin & Miller, 2001). We focus in this study on covert 

discrimination, defined as discriminatory behavior that can be justified by the context as neutral 

or even moral behavior. This definition is derived from the moral credentials model of moral 
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licensing which states that in contexts in which two competing explanations (i.e., one moral 

and one less moral) are possible for immoral behavior, the actor can easily give a moral 

rationale for acting immoral. In the moral licensing literature, this kind of behavior is also 

labeled “ambiguous behavior” since it is enacted in an ambiguous context (Merritt, Effron, & 

Monin, 2010).  

We add to the moral licensing literature in several ways. First, we lift the idea of moral 

licensing from the individual level to the policy level. We argue that not only individual (Monin 

& Miller, 2001) or group past behavior (Kouchaki, 2011) but also the policy of a company can 

offer a moral license to express prejudices toward a black/ Morrocan candidate in a hiring 

scenario (study 1). This may have important implications for organizations that have 

successfully implemented an equal opportunities policy in their company. Second, we try to 

offer indirect evidence for the underlying mechanism of the moral self‐image. Besides testing 

whether an increased moral self‐image can lead to the expression of prejudice (study 2), this 

study is the first to test whether the presence and success of equal opportunities policies in an 

organization can increase the moral self‐image of employees (study 3). Understanding the 

underlying mechanism is important in order to develop possible interventions and direct the 

behavior of employees toward more moral behavior. 

3.2.1 Effectiveness of diversity policies  

The Civil Rights Movement in America and Europe resulted in legislation that renders 

hiring discrimination of racial minorities illegal (Besley & Payne, 2013). Many organizations 

responded to these laws by implementing diversity policies, also referred to as affirmative 

action plans (AAPs, Kravitz, 2008). The purpose of these policies is to offer equal employment 

opportunities to all individuals, regardless of demographic variables, such as gender, age, and 

race among others. These policies vary in terms of strength. Whereas some policies only focus 

on disregarding these demographics in hiring decisions (i.e., equal opportunities policies), 
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others explicitly focus on giving preferential treatment to individuals from the disadvantaged 

group (i.e., opportunity enhancement policies). There is much controversy with respect to the 

latter types of AAPs. Not only is a strong preferential treatment only legal under certain 

conditions (see Pyburn, Ployhart, & Kravitz, 2008), applicants and employees also tend to 

respond more negatively toward these types of policies (Harrison, Kravitz, Mayer, Leslie, & 

Lev-Arey, 2006) 

Equal opportunities policies are less debated and seem to yield modest positive effects 

on increasing diversity. For example, Leonard (1990) concluded on the basis of a review of 

decades of equal opportunity regulation that it helped to increase the participation of minorities. 

Also, Colarelli and colleagues (2010) provided experimental evidence for an increase in 

minority representation in the equal opportunities conditions compared to a neutral condition. 

3.2.2  Ambiguity opens the door for covert discrimination 

Scholars, however, warned that one should not relax strivings for equality as prior 

studies may have overlooked covert forms of discrimination, which may still be prevalent (Sue, 

2010; Sue et al., 2007). Covert discrimination can take two forms. On the one hand, it pertains 

to less noticeable behaviors, such as being less friendly toward and limiting interaction duration 

with minority members (King & Ahmad, 2010), or placing chairs at a larger distance when 

conversing with minority members compared to majority members (Madera & Hebl, 2013). 

These behaviors are ambiguous in the sense that they are so subtle that they cannot clearly be 

related to prejudices. 

Other forms of covert discrimination are more noticeable immoral behaviors that are 

enacted in an ambiguous context, allowing the actor to explain the behavior in an alternative 

but equally moral way, and thus to appear moral (Monin & Miller, 2001). The fact that 

individuals feel they can safely engage in these behaviors while at the same time upholding the 

impression that they are “unprejudiced” (Deitch et al., 2003), clears the way for immoral 
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behavior through the mechanism of moral licensing and more specifically moral credentials. 

These behaviors are the focus of this study. 

Moral licensing refers to the idea that prior moral behavior may liberate individuals to 

subsequently engage in morally dubious behaviors, without fearing to feel and/or appear 

discredited (Miller & Effron, 2010). A moral license can be acquired through two different 

mechanisms: moral credits and moral credentials. These mechanisms differ in terms of the 

underlying rationale and their implications. The moral credits mechanism uses a bank account 

as a metaphor: past good deeds create credits on the account that can be used to engage in 

subtle but also overt forms of discriminatory behavior. People feel entitled to do this because 

they have earned the credits. More support has been found for the moral credentials model, 

which is also the focus of this study. This model shows that people are mostly more prudent in 

engaging in discriminatory behaviors and only do this when they can morally rationalize this 

behavior which means that this behavior is seen as less immoral. In this model, the previous 

moral behavior thus changes the way subsequent immoral behavior is construed. This 

credential can be offered by a previous moral act where people could establish oneself as an 

unbiased person. However, this mechanism may be further facilitated in ambiguous contexts 

where multiple interpretations of the same behavior are possible, for example, hiring a white 

applicant in an ostensible hostile work environment for black employees (Monin & Miller, 

2001). Not only the previous moral behavior but also this context allows for justifying a less 

moral act as moral, and literature shows that people are especially then more likely to license 

(Brown et al., 2011; Merritt et al., 2010; Monin & Miller, 2001).  

For example, Monin and Miller (2001) showed that participants who employed a black 

(vs. a white) candidate in a first selection task were subsequently more likely to express 

stronger prejudices toward black candidates for a position as a police officer. Notably, the case 

presented a hostile work environment for black employees, which allowed participants to 
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morally rationalize their decision. Brown et al. (2011) extended this evidence by including both 

an ambiguous (i.e., short time slot to solve math equations) and a non-ambiguous condition 

(i.e., long time slot to solve the same math equations). These authors showed that having a 

moral credential led to more cheating behavior, but only in the ambiguous condition, when 

cheating could easily be rationalized. 

In this study, we argue that employees can derive a moral credential from “good” 

behavior of the company, such as having successfully installed an equal opportunities policy. 

Not only are legal rules followed but this also evidences that employees within the company 

do not discriminate and thus align their behavior with generally accepted social norms 

(Treviño, Weaver, & Reynolds, 2006). Highlighting this “good behavior” to the employees 

within the company may offer them a license to engage in less moral behavior and express 

more prejudices, especially when it can be rationalized. This idea is also supported by 

Kouchaki (2011) who showed that merely pointing out to students that they belong to a morally 

superior group or informing students about prior nondiscriminatory behavior of members of 

their group, offered them a license to express prejudice toward a Hispanic applicant when the 

context was ambiguous. Based on this literature, we formulated the first hypothesis. 

 

Hypothesis 1: Highlighting the successful implementation of an equal opportunities policy 

leads to a stronger expression of racial prejudices compared to a neutral control 

condition, but only when the context is ambiguous. 

 

3.2.3 The role of an increased moral self-image 

The moral licensing literature suggests that the moral licensing effect can be explained 

by increases in an individual’s moral self‐image. Behaving morally highlights the moral self‐

image of an individual (Blasi, 1980; Monin & Miller, 2001). In the same way, employees who 
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are informed about a successful equal opportunities policy may experience a heightened level 

of moral self‐image. This elevated feeling of being moral may provide a lens through which 

the neutral or even moral interpretation of less moral behavior in an ambiguous context 

becomes more likely (Mullen & Monin, 2016). 

Few studies have provided evidence for increases in moral self-image as an underlying 

mechanism of moral licensing Sachdeva, Iliev, and Medin (2009) primed a treatment group 

with nine moral traits to make them feel more moral, which subsequently reduced donation 

amounts compared to people that were not primed with moral traits. Cornelissen, Bashshur, 

Rode, and Le Menestrel (2013) showed that people who were asked to recall own moral actions 

were more likely to cheat on the next occasion, which was explained by a higher moral self‐

image compared to people who recalled immoral behavior. Kouchaki (2011) showed that 

unprejudiced behavior of close others increased participant`s moral self‐image which explained 

their expression of discriminatory hiring preferences. Based on this literature, we formulated 

the following hypotheses: 

 

Hypothesis 2:  An increased moral self‐image leads to a stronger expression of racial 

prejudices, but only in an ambiguous compare to a non-ambiguous context.  

 

Hypothesis 3: Employees' perceptions of the extent to which their organization successfully 

implemented an equal opportunities policy is positively related to their moral 

self‐image. 

 

We designed three studies to test our hypotheses. In study 1, we set up a 2 × 2 design, 

manipulating information about a successful implementation of an equal opportunities policy 

as well as the ambiguity of the context. We suggested that the expression of racial prejudices 
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in a hiring task would be highest when highlighting a successful equal opportunities policy, but 

only in combination with an ambiguous context (Hypothesis 1). In study 2, we tested whether 

higher levels of moral self-image led to a stronger expression of racial prejudices in hiring, but 

particularly in an ambiguous context (Hypothesis 2). In study 3, we tested whether the presence 

of an equal opportunities policy and/or its success within the organization increases the moral 

self‐image of employees (Hypothesis 3). 

 

3.3 STUDY 1 

3.3.1 Participants and procedure 

Participants were approached in two ways. Students who enrolled in graduate courses 

in business administration were invited to participate during class. Other participants were 

invited via social networks (Facebook and LinkedIn). All participants completed the 

experiment online, either in Dutch or in English. Translational equivalence was ensured by the 

translation back‐translation method (Beaton, Bombardier, Guillemin, & Ferraz, 2000). Two 

native Dutch speakers fluent in English translated the English study materials to Dutch. Both 

translators then discussed differences and agreed on a Dutch version. After that, two native 

English speakers fluent in Dutch “back‐translated” the Dutch version into the English version 

and discussed differences in the final translation. Notably, all translators were unfamiliar with 

the study.  

In order to encourage participation, people could take part in a raffle to win cinema 

tickets. In total, 115 people (44 male; Mage = 29.95, SDage = 10.05, 86.1% Caucasian/white 

vs. 13.9% other racial groups) participated in this study. Most of the participants were students 

(42%) or employees (24%). Participants were informed that the purpose of the study was to 

improve decision making in personnel selection. In order to ensure ecological validity, 

participants were asked to imagine working for a recruitment team and were presented with a 
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description of a job vacancy (i.e., trainee). Participants were then randomly assigned to one of 

four experimental conditions. 

3.3.2 Experimental design and materials 

We set up a 2 (experimental vs. control) × 2 (non-ambiguous vs. ambiguous) between-

subjects randomized controlled trial. All participants were asked to imagine working for an HR 

interim company, which was described briefly. Participants in the experimental condition then 

learned that their organization implemented an equal opportunities policy, which successfully 

improved diversity. In the control condition, this information was omitted (see 3.8.1). 

Participants were then asked to recruit a news trainee with the following competencies: be 

reasonable and trustworthy, have a high performance, and show a quick intelligence enabling 

the, to make quick decisions in difficult situations.  

The manipulation of the contextual ambiguity was inspired by the police hiring scenario 

of Monin & Miller (2001). The high contextual ambiguity condition entailed information about 

a hostile work environment for racial minority candidates (e.g., racist jokes were being told). 

In the low ambiguity condition, this information was omitted (see 3.8.1).  

In a separate pretest, we tested whether our policy condition increased the moral self‐image of 

participants compared to the neutral condition as this is supposed to be the underlying 

mechanism of the effect of the policy on covert discrimination. 80 participants (35 male; Mage 

= 30.24, SDage = 8.96, 91.3% Caucasian/white vs. 8.7% other racial group, 54% employees, 

14% had experience with taking employment decisions) were recruited via social network sites 

(Facebook and LinkedIn). Participants were randomly assigned to the policy versus neutral 

condition and their moral self-image was assessed with the nine‐item scale developed by 

Jordan, Leliveld, and Tenbrunsel (2015, Cronbach’s α = 0.90). The scale is based on nine moral 

traits that are commonly used to assess the moral identity of individuals (caring, compassionate, 

friendly, hard‐working, fair, generous, helpful, honest, kind; Aquino & Reed, 2002) and asks 



Chapter 3 

82 
 

to indicate for each trait where people currently see themselves compared to an ideal state. 

Participants were asked whether working for “Personnel Success” would bring them closer to 

the ideal person they wanted to be. A sample sentence is: “Compared to the CARING person I 

want to be, working for Personnel Success makes me...” Participants answered on a 9‐point 

Likert‐scale (1 = much less moral trait compared to the person I want to be, 9 = much more 

moral trait compared to the employee I want to be). The results of an independent samples t‐

test showed that participants in the policy condition indeed reported significantly higher levels 

of moral self‐image (M = 5.27, SD = 1.24) than participants in the no‐policy condition (M = 

4.78, SD = 1.07); t(78) = −1.88, p < 0.05, Cohen’s d = 0.42). 

3.3.3 Measuring instruments 

Expression of prejudice. To measure the expression of prejudices, we followed the approach 

of Monin and Miller (2001), asking participants to indicate the suitability to either employ a 

black or a white candidate for the job. Participants answered the question “Do you feel that this 

specific position is better suited for a black or a white candidate?” on a 7‐point Likert‐scale (−3 

= certainly better for a black person, 3 = certainly better for a white person). If participants do 

not want to express prejudices toward either black or white candidates, they would indicate an 

answer around the middle point of the scale. To prevent first‐order effects, the order in which 

“white” and “black” were mentioned in the question was randomized. All answers were coded 

so that a higher score meant a stronger preference for a white candidate. 

3.3.4 Analysis 

To test hypothesis 1, we fitted a Univariate General Linear Model with the expression 

of prejudice as the dependent variable. The manipulated variables policy (0 = no policy, 1 = 

equal opportunities policy) and ambiguity (0 = non-ambiguous, 1 = ambiguous) and their 

interaction term were included in the analysis. We reported effect sizes in terms of partial eta‐
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squared. According to Ferguson (2009), values of .04, .25, and .64, respectively, indicate small, 

medium, and large effect sizes. 

Although participants were randomized across conditions, we first wanted to rule out 

the possibility that confounding variables could have influenced the results. We, therefore, 

checked for possible effects of language and the administration mode, since the survey was 

administered in English (=0) and Dutch (=1), and via social networks (=0) and in the classroom 

(=1) on the expression of prejudices. We also checked for effects of racial group of the 

participants (0 = white; 1 = other racial groups). Results of univariate general linear model 

showed no significant effects of language, F(1, 107) = 0.54, p = .46, ηp
2 = .01, administration 

mode, F(1, 107) = 1.54, p = .22, ηp
2 = .01, and racial group, F(1, 107) = 1.76, p = .19, ηp

2 = 

.02, on the expression of prejudice. We, therefore, did not further control for these variables in 

the analysis. 

3.3.5 Results 

We first checked for possible sequence effects of the words “black” and “white” in the 

measure of the dependent variable. We did not find a significant effect of the position of the 

words “black” or “white” on the expression of prejudices, F(1, 114) = 1.26, p = .27, ηp
2 = .01, 

indicating that this randomization did not distort the findings. 

 Second, we checked whether the scenario was easy to understand, in order to ensure 

that the participants could easily comprehend the manipulations and answer the questions 

accordingly. The results showed a slightly above “average” level of comprehensibility (M = 

6.14, SD = 2.65, MIN = 1; MAX = 10). We ran the analysis with and without this variable as a 

covariate but it did not change the results. For reasons of parsimony, we therefore only report 

the results without this variable included. 

The mean level of the expression of prejudices was 0.33 (SD = 0.81). This indicates that on 

average participants revealed a very weak preference for a white candidate. Seventy‐five 
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percent of the participants indicated to have no preference at all and chose the midpoint of the 

scale. 

 

Table 1 
Results from a general linear model Study 1. 

 df MS F p ηp2 

Policy 

Ambiguity 

 

Interaction  

1 

1 

 

1 

0.36 

4.96 

 

2.49 

0.58 

8.00 

 

4.02 

0.45 

0.01 

 

0.05 

0.01 

0.07 

 

0.04 

N= 115. Ambiguity (0 = non-ambiguous, 1= ambiguous); Policy (0 = no policy, 1= policy); 
Interaction (interaction between ambiguity and policy). 
 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Interaction of the presence of a successful equal opportunities policy and contextual 
ambiguity on the expression of racial prejudices (negative values = Black candidates more 
suitable for the job, positive values = white candidates more suitable for the job). 

 

The main effect of the policy on the expression of prejudice was not significant, F(1, 

111) = 0.58, p = .45, ηp
2 = .01., while the main effect of ambiguity was significant, F(1, 111) 

= 8.00, p < 0.01, ηp
2 = .07. Participants in the ambiguous condition (M = 0.56, SD = 0.11) more 
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strongly expressed racial prejudices than participants in the non-ambiguous condition (M = 

0.14, SD = 0.10). We also found a significant interaction effect between policy and ambiguity, 

F(1, 111) = 4.02, p < .05, ηp
2 = .03 (see Table 1).   

Figure 1 suggests that the policy only leads to a stronger expression of prejudices in the 

ambiguity condition (M = 0.77, SD = 0.92) versus the non-ambiguity condition (M = 0.04, SD 

= 0.48). Results of simple main effects show that this difference in mean levels is significant, 

F(1, 111) = 9.64, p < .01, supporting hypothesis 1. 

3.3.6 Discussion  

The results of this study supported the idea that highlighting the presence of a successful 

equal opportunities policy may have an adverse effect. Indeed, the findings illustrate that in the 

presence of a policy, participants were more likely to express prejudices in terms of a higher 

job suitability of whites but only when the context allowed to morally rationalize this behavior. 

In the next studies, we further (indirectly) test whether higher levels of moral self‐image are 

positively associated with the expression of prejudice. 

 

3.4 STUDY 2 

3.4.1 Participants and procedure 

We approached HR departments of large companies in the Netherlands, asking for their 

participation in this study. In addition, HR representatives within the professional network of 

the researcher were contacted through email, LinkedIn, and Facebook. Finally, we sent emails 

to contact persons in job ads, advertised on nationalevacaturebank.nl. After deleting incomplete 

answers as well as as three respondents who did not complete the informed consent, we 

collected data from 62 recruiters (21 male; Mage = 40.44, SDage = 12.23, Myears experience with 

recruitment = 11.93, SDyears experience with recruitment = 9.86). 
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In order to align this study with the first study and to increase ecological validity, we 

introduced a scenario where participants were asked to image working for a recruitment agency 

(i.e., Telecom BV) with an equal opportunities policy. We showed a policy adopted from 

Kaiser and colleagues (2013, see 3.8.2). We did not mention whether this policy was successful 

or not, in order to allow substantial variation in moral self‐image.  

Respondents were then asked to complete the moral self‐image scale, measured in the 

same way as in the pre-test (Cronbach’s α = .93). Next, they were randomly assigned to an 

ambiguous versus neutral condition. This manipulation was identical to the manipulation in 

study 1. At the end of the survey, we measured the expression of prejudices with the same 

question as in study 1, followed by a measure of moral identity and demographic variables. We 

replaced the black candidate by a Moroccan candidate in this study as we know that prejudices 

are especially strong with respect to this group in the Netherlands (Derous, 2011). 

3.4.2 Measuring instruments 

Control variables. Since the literature suggests that people with a strong moral identity 

may not show licensing effects (Mullen & Monin, 2016), we included moral identity as a 

control variable in the analysis. We used the 10‐ item scale of Aquino and Reed (2002) to 

measure moral identity, rated on a 7‐point Likert‐scale (1 = totally disagree, 7 = totally agree). 

Reliability analysis revealed a Cronbach’s α = .70. 

3.4.3 Analysis 

To test hypothesis 2, we fitted a Univariate General Linear Model to the data with the 

expression of prejudice as the dependent variable. The manipulated variable ambiguity (0 = 

non-ambiguous, 1 = ambiguous) was entered as a fixed term and moral self‐image was entered 

as a covariate. Also, the interaction term between ambiguity and moral self‐image was included 

in the analysis. Moral identity was entered as a covariate. Like in the previous study, we 

assessed effect sizes in terms of partial eta‐squared. 
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3.4.4 Results 

We again checked for possible sequence effects of the words “Morrocan” and “white” 

in the measure of the dependent variable. We did not find a significant effect of the position of 

the words “Morrocan” or “white” on the expression of prejudices, F(1, 60) = 2.67, p = .11, ηp
2= 

.04, indicating that this randomization did not distort the findings. 

The mean level of the expression of prejudices was 0.31 (SD = 1.02). This indicates 

that on average participants revealed a very weak preference for a white candidate. Sixty‐three 

percent of the participants indicated to have no preference at all and chose the midpoint of the 

scale. The results of this study supported H2 (see Table 2), suggesting that higher levels of 

moral self‐image related to a stronger expression of prejudices. 

 

Table 2 
Results from a general linear model Study 2. 

 df MS F p ηp2 

Moral identity 

 

Moral self-image 

Ambiguity 

 

Interaction  

1 

 

1 

1 

 

1 

0.22 

 

4.30 

1.18 

 

2.92 

0.25 

 

4.77 

2.01 

 

3.24 

0.62 

 

0.03 

0.16 

 

0.08 

0.00 

 

0.08 

0.03 

 

0.05 

N= 62. Ambiguity (0 = non-ambiguous, 1= ambiguous), Interaction (interaction between 
ambiguity and moral self-image  

 

 The effect of moral identity was not significant, F(1, 57) = 0.25, p = .62, ηp
2 = .00. The 

main effect of moral self‐image on the expression of prejudice was significant, F(1, 57) = 4.77, 

p < .05, ηp
2 = .08. The main effect of ambiguity was not significant, F(1,57) = 2.01, p = .16, 

ηp
2 =.03. We found a marginally significant interaction effect between moral self‐image and 

ambiguity, F(1,57) = 3.24, p = .08, ηp
2 = .05 (see Figure 2). Follow‐up correlational analysis 
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showed that the correlation between moral self‐image and the expression of prejudices was 

only significant in the ambiguous condition, r = .47, p < .01 versus r = .06, p = .76. 

 

 

Figure 2. Interaction of the moral self-image (MSI) and contextual ambiguity on the expression 
of racial prejudices (negative values = Black candidates more suitable for the job, positive 
values = white candidates more suitable for the job; high MSI > Median = 5.27; low MSI ≤ 
Median = 5.27). 
 

3.4.5 Discussion 

The results of this study supported the idea that increased levels of moral self‐image 

may have a negative effect in the sense that these participants were more likely to express racial 

prejudices, particularly in an ambiguous context. In the next study, we test whether and when 

an equal opportunities policy may increase the moral self‐image of employees. We tested this 

in a field study where employees were asked to reflect upon the presence and successfulness 

of an equal opportunities policy within their company. We assessed whether the presence and 

the success of equal opportunities policies were positively associated with the moral self‐image 

of employees (hypothesis 3). This study added ecological validity to the previous scenario 

studies. 
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3.5 STUDY 3 

3.5.1 Participants and procedure 

Participants were recruited via Prolific, an online tool to collect data. All questionnaires 

were administered in English. We again framed the questionnaire as a study on decision‐

making in selection procedures. One hundred and two people participated in the study (52 male; 

Mage = 35.02, SDage = 9.50, all white). All participants were employees and 32.4% indicated 

that making employment decisions (i.e., selection and promotion decisions) was part of their 

job. After completing the informed consent, respondents were asked to indicate whether the 

company they worked for had an equal opportunities policy and the extent to which this policy 

was successful, followed by the same measure of moral self‐image as in the previous studies 

(Cronbach’s α = .89). 

3.5.2  Measuring instruments 

Presence of equal opportunities policies. To assess whether the company the 

respondents work for had implemented equal opportunities policies, we first offered a 

definition of an equal opportunities policy, followed by three items. The definition “Equal 

opportunities policies are all organizational initiatives aimed at giving the same opportunities 

for employment, pay and promotion to everyone, without discriminating against particular 

groups (e.g., ethnic minorities, women, handicapped, older people, etc.).”Respondents were 

then asked the following questions: “My organization has implemented equal opportunity 

policies aimed at …,” followed by: “ … giving the same opportunities for employment to 

everyone without discriminating against particular groups,” “… giving the same opportunities 

for promotion to everyone without discriminating against particular groups,” and “… giving 

the same opportunities for pay to everyone without discriminating against particular groups.” 

All three items were rated on a 7‐point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). 

Cronbach’s α for this scale was .84. 
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Successfulness of equal opportunities policies. The successfulness of the policy was 

assessed with five items, answered on a 7‐point Likert scale (1 = reduced to a large extent, 7 

= increased to a large extent). Since in some companies, an equal opportunities policy did not 

exist and/or employees were not aware of it, we also offered the option “I do not know.” The 

items were: “In your perception, have equal opportunity policies changed the share of the 

following groups in your organization ….” We asked this question with respect to women, 

older people, racial minorities, and religious minorities. We also included an item on “other 

groups” but since 46% of the respondents marked the option “I do not know” for this question, 

we left it out of the scale. Cronbach’s α for this four-item scale was .80, yielding 86 valid 

responses. 

Control variables. We controlled for openness to diversity, measured with the short 

form of the Miville‐Guzman Universality‐Diversity scale (Fuertes, Miville, Mohr, Sedlacek, 

& Gretchen, 2000, six‐items, 1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree, Cronbach’s α = 0.52). 

Since the literature showed that this variable could be related to a lower expression of racial 

prejudices (Chao, Wei, Spanierman, Longo, & Northart, 2015), this could be a confounding 

variable in this study. As in the previous study, we also controlled for moral identity measured 

with the same scale of Aquino and Reed (2002, Cronbach’s α = 0.75). 

3.5.3 Analysis 

To test hypothesis 3, we ran a linear regression analysis with moral self‐image as the 

dependent variable. In step 1, openness to diversity and moral identity were entered. The 

measurements of presence and successfulness of equal opportunities policies within their 

company were entered as independent variables in step 2. 
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3.5.4 Results 

The mean level of the presence of equal opportunities policies was 5.91 (SD = 0.98), 

indicating that for most respondents, the company they worked for had equal opportunities 

policies.  

 

Table 3 
Results from a linear regression analysis Study 3. 
 

Step 1  Step 2 

 
ß p ηp2 

 
ß p ηp2 

Moral identity 

Openness to diversity 

 

Presence of policies 

Successfulness of policies 

0.05 

0.10 

0.38 

0.70 

0.00 

0.00 

 0.07 

-0.03 

 

0.19 

0.25 

0.53 

0.80 

 

0.09 

0.02 

0.00 

0.00 

 

0.06 

0.03 

N= 86.        
 

The mean level of success of equal opportunities policies was 3.61 (SD = 0.76). 49% 

of the respondents indicated that the equal opportunities policies in their company increased 

diversity at least to some extent. The mean level of moral self‐image of the respondents was 

5.64 (SD = 1.12). We correlated the measures of presence of equal opportunities policies and 

successfulness of the policies with moral self‐image. The presence of policies did not show a 

significant correlation with moral self‐image (r = .04, p = .70), but working for a company that 

had increased the share of minority members with equal opportunities policies was positively 

correlated with the moral self‐image of the employees (r = .26, p = .02). 

The results of the linear regression analysis supported hypothesis3 (see Table 3), in the 

sense that the relationship between the successfulness of the policy and moral self‐image was 

significantly positive, ß = .25, p < .05, ηp
2= .06. The relationship with the presence of equal 

opportunity policies was not significant, ß = .19, p = .09, ηp
2= 0.03, and also not with the control 
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variables openness to diversity, ß = -.03, p = .80, ηp
2= .00, and moral identity, ß = .07, p = .53, 

ηp
2 = .00. 

3.5.5 Discussion 

In this field study, we tested whether the presence of (successful) equal opportunities 

policies increases the moral self‐image of employees in a real field context, adding ecological 

validity to the first 2 scenario studies. The results showed that not the mere presence but rather 

the successful implementation of policies correlated positively with the moral self‐image of the 

employees. 

 

3.6  GENERAL DISCUSSION 

This study was the first to test the counterintuitive idea that covert discrimination in 

hiring is more likely to occur in companies that have successfully installed equal opportunities 

policies versus companies that have not. While the policies may reduce overt forms of 

discrimination, the expression of prejudices may become more likely when the context allows 

for a moral interpretation of the behavior. In reality, the occasions where behaviors are 

straightforward and not open for multiple interpretations, are rather scarce, as such attesting to 

the practical relevance of our findings. 

We based our reasoning on the concept of moral licensing (Monin & Miller, 2001) and 

suggested that highlighting to employees that their organization was successful in increasing 

the diversity of a workforce due to an equal opportunities policy licenses covert forms of 

discrimination. Moreover, we argued that this effect may be driven by an increased moral self‐

image of the employees. 

3.6.1 Main findings and theoretical implications 

We found empirical evidence for these expectations in three studies. In line with the 

literature on moral licensing (e.g., Kouchaki, 2011; Monin & Miller, 2001) we showed that 
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highlighting the successful implementation of an equal opportunities policy increased the 

expression of prejudices in an ambiguous (as compared to non-ambiguous) context (see Brown 

et al., 2011). Thus, we lift the moral licensing literature tot he policy level. Not only moral 

deeds of individuals, or their membership in morally superior groups (Kouchaki, 2011), but 

also successful equal opportunity policies can increase hiring discrimination due to moral 

licensing effects. By providing additional evidence for the moderating role of contextual 

ambiguity, we show that this is particularly the case for subtle but not for overt forms of hiring 

discrimination. 

This finding also adds to the literature on the effectiveness of equal opportunity 

policies, by showing that even successful equal opportunities may backfire because they can 

promote covert forms of discrimination. More specifically, our studies answer the previous call 

for an empirical assessement of the idea that equal opportunity policies may increase 

particularly covert forms of discrimination within organizations (Leslie, 2017).  

 The literature on moral licensing suggests that this may be due to elevated levels of 

moral self‐image following the manipulation of the policy. We, therefore, tested in a second 

study whether higher levels of moral self‐image led to an increased expression of prejudices 

and found evidence for this positive relationship, particularly in the ambiguous condition as 

predicted. 

We conducted an additional third study to compensate for the lack of ecological validity 

of studies 1 and 2 and also to disentangle between employees’ perceptions of the actual 

presence of equal opportunities policies in their organizations and their perceptions of the 

degree to which those policies are also successfully implemented in their organization. Also in 

line with the literature (Cornelissen et al., 2013; Kouchaki, 2011; Sachdeva et al., 2009), the 

findings of study 3 revealed that the successfulness of equal opportunities policies increases 
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the moral self‐image of participants. This suggests that people may derive a moral credential 

from being informed about the success of a diversity policy within their company. 

Although we did not predict a main effect of contextual ambiguity, we found in study 

1 that participants were generally more likely to express prejudices when the context was 

described as hostile for black employees, independent from the presence versus absence of a 

policy. This finding is in line with the justification‐ suppression model of prejudice (Crandall 

& Eshleman, 2003). This model suggests that behaving morally is costly to individuals because 

they need to suppress immoral thoughts. However, people will cease to suppress these thoughts 

as soon as they can justify the expression of it. Ambiguous contexts allow for these 

justifications as people can interpret the behavior in these contexts in multiple ways, allowing 

also for a moral interpretation. In the scenario in this study, participants could interpret the 

expression of prejudices as a way to prevent the candidate from being confronted with a hostile 

work environment, which can also be interpreted as a moral decision. This effect, however, 

was qualified by the significant interaction effect with the policy showing that the presence of 

a policy in an ambiguous context amplified the expression of prejudices. On the contrary, when 

the policy was present and the context was not ambiguous, on average participants gave an 

answer that was very close to the middle point of the scale, indicating no preference for a white 

versus black candidate. These findings suggest that policies can prohibit the expression of 

prejudices in non-ambiguous context, that is, overt forms of discrimination but stimulate the 

expression of covert forms of discrimination. 

3.6.2 Limitations and future research 

The present study is a first step toward understanding how successful equal opportunity 

policies can stimulate instead of constrain covert forms of discrimination. However, this study 

is not without limitations. First, we suggested that the mechanism of moral self‐image may 

explain the link between the policy and the expression of prejudices. We offered indirect 
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support for this mechanism by showing in two separate studies—that higher levels of moral 

self‐image are positively associated with the expression of prejudice (study 2) and that 

successes of equal opportunities policies increases the moral self‐image of employees (study 

3). We did not include a direct test of the mediation of moral self-image. We believe that 

measuring moral self‐image in between the manipulation of the independent variable and the 

measurement of the dependent variable, could distort the findings in the sense that the 

measurement of moral self‐image in itself may manipulate moral self‐image and influence 

subsequent judgment and decision‐making (see Aquino, McFerran, & Laven, 2011). However, 

looking for ways to more directly test the underlying mechanism of moral licensing is an 

interesting avenue for future research. 

Second, we described in the scenario that the company was successful at implementing 

an equal opportunities policy. In the policy manipulations that we used in study 1, it was not 

clear whether the policy just increased diversity among employees of “Personnel Success” or 

whether this policy also applied to its customers. This variation in possible interpretations of 

the scenario may have been a confounding variable in the design and should be controlled for 

in future studies. 

Third, we investigated the effect of a successful equal opportunities policy on overt and 

covert forms of discrimination. We worked with this type of AAPs since they are the least 

debated and yield modest positive results in terms of overt discrimination (Colarelli et al., 2010; 

Leonard, 1990). Future research could consider other forms of AAPs, such as preferential 

treatment. This type of policy may induce even stronger effects as employees may interpret 

given a preferential treatment to minorities even as more moral behavior than treating them 

equally raising their level of moral self‐image more strongly, and thus offering a stronger 

license for the expression of prejudices. 
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In studies 1 and 2, we relied on scenario studies in which participants were asked to 

imagine working as a recruiter for a company with(out) a successful equal opportunities policy 

and where there is (or is not) a hostile work environment for racial minorities. We chose this 

design as it allows for a powerful manipulation of the experimental variables and to control for 

possible confounding variables and thus to make causal claims (Antonakis, Bendahan, 

Jacquart, & Lalive, 2010). In this way, we can start to understand how information on policies 

and contextual ambiguity influence the expression of prejudices in a controlled setting. We 

also offered some preliminary evidence that also in real organizations, the presence of a 

successful equal opportunity policy may increase the moral self‐image of individuals. It is, 

however, important for future research to study the moral licensing effect in more complex and 

ecologically valid environments. 

A related limitation is that the dependent variable in studies 1 and 2 only assessed the 

expression of prejudices, following the study of Monin and Miller (2001). We did not ask the 

participants to make a concrete choice between a black/Morrocan and a white candidate. 

Including this variable would allow for drawing more valid conclusions on discrimination in 

hiring decisions. 

3.6.3 Practical implications 

The results of these studies have important practical implications for organizations that 

put a lot of effort into implementing an equal opportunities policy. Specifically, the results 

warn organizations to prevent putting too much emphasis on the success of their policies as 

this may encourage recruiters to engage in more covert forms of discrimination. The results 

suggest that the danger lies in an increased moral self‐image of the employees. In order to 

prevent this perverse effect to happen, organizations could react in different ways.  

First, they can be more prudent with communicating the success of the policy and 

pursue investments in employees' motivation to execute the policy. Second, they may intensify 
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efforts to reduce the ambiguity of the selection context. This can be done by structuring the 

selection context, for instance, by basing the selection decision on a job analysis, by defining 

clear competencies that are required from the candidates, and by leaving less room for lenient 

decision‐making toward nonstereotyped candidates (Kutcher & Bragger, 2004). 

3.6.4 Conclusion 

In this paper, we studied whether the successful implementation of an equal 

opportunities policy could lead to a stronger expression of racial prejudices. We further 

provided indirect evidence that this effect could be explained by an increase in the moral self‐

image of the participants. 
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3.8 APPENDICES 

3.8.1 Presence of a successful equal opportunities policy vs. control in study 1 

Imagine you work as a personnel recruiter for the HR Interim company 
“Personnel Success.” Your agency acts worldwide and provides recruitment 
services to companies of all sizes and in all industries. The agency recruits job 
seekers from 23 different countries to find the best match for the customer’s 
vacancies. You and your colleagues were successful in implementing an 
equal opportunities policy and improved diversity. 

 
(In the control condition the text in bold was omitted) 
 

3.8.2 High vs. low contextual ambiguity in study 1 

You know that only white people are employed and attitudes toward other 
ethnicities tend to be unfavorable. As much as you regret it, you couldn’t 
help overhearing racist jokes coming from people you otherwise consider 
excellent employees of this company. In fact, a couple of months ago you 
recruited a black employee for “General Solutions.” Within a year, he left, 
complaining about hostile working conditions. 

 
(In the low contextual ambiguity condition the text in bold was omitted)  
 

3.8.3 Equal opportunities policy in study 2 

Telecom BV believes that creativity, growth, and innovation can only be 
achieved through collaboration between people with different experiences, 
perspectives and cultural backgrounds. We have based our policy and our 
practices on this philosophy. In order to better serve our customers and to create 
a unified work environment, we strive to: 
• promote trust, mutual respect, and dignity among employees 
• attract, develop, and reward talented employees 
• encourage collaboration between employees with different backgrounds, 

cultures, and ethnicities. 
 

In accordance with our philosophy, Telecom BV motivates its employees to do 
their best and provide us with a competitive advantage in the market. Telecom 
BV does not discriminate against employees on the basis of race, religion, 
gender, sexual preference, nationality or age. 
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3.8.4 Ethical concerns 

Study 3 also included an assessment of discrimination to test if the moral self-image 

mediates the effect of the presence of a policy or its successfulness on the expression of 

prejudice. After the assessment of the moral self-image, all participants were asked to imagine 

working as a recruiter for a recruitment agency. We gave them the same task as in Studies 1 

and 2. In this study, all participants read about a hostile work environment. After that, we 

assessed expression of prejudice with the same measure as in the previous studies. In this study, 

we found no evidence for either the presence of policies or their success or for moral self -

image to impact prejudice expression (see Table 4). Thus, the field study did not provide 

evidence for mediation. We did not report these findings in the main text because, as already 

mentioned in the discussion, an assessment of the moral self-image likely increases the salience 

of moral values and could therefore distort the actual impact of an enhanced moral self-image 

on the dependent variable.  

 

Table 4 
Results of a linear regression analysis with expression of prejudice as DV. 
 Step 1  Step 2  Step 3 

 
ß p 

 
ß p 

 
ß p 

Moral Identity  
Openness to diversity  
 
Presence of policies 
Successfulness of policies 
 
Moral self image  

0.02 
-
0.06 

0.87 
0.63 

 0.05 
0.06 
 
0.04 
0.05 

0.86 
0.66 
 
0.72 
0.48 

 0.05 
0.06 
 
0.04 
0.05 
 
0.04 

0.78 
0.63 
 
0.78 
0.53 
 
0.15 

N= 86 
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Chapter 4: Blinded by a Diversity Statement: 

Observer Moral Licensing when Evaluating a 

Woman`s Gender Discrimination Claim 
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4.1 ABSTRACT 

Previous research revealed that observers discount the validity of a woman’s gender 

discrimination claim against an organization when being informed about diversity initiatives 

of that organization (e.g., training for women`s success vs. training for employee success). 

However, it remains unclear whether this effect is equally strong for male versus female 

observers. Also, the underlying mechanism remains unclear. Based on the concept of moral 

licensing, we argue that observers grant the organization a moral license to discriminate in the 

presence of a diversity statement, based on the perception that the organization with a diversity 

statement is more moral. We further suggest, based on social identity theory, that this effect 

will be stronger for male compared to female observers. Results of two studies (Study 1: N= 

204; Study 2: N = 159) showed that uninvolved observers attributed less validity to a gender 

discrimination claim after exposure to a diversity statement than after exposure to a mission 

statement of the organization. This effect was mediated by the perceived morality of the 

organization. Although this effect was equally strong for male and female observers, the results 

suggest that generally female observers perceive an organization accused of a gender 

discrimination claim less moral and the claim more valid compared to male observers.  

 

Keywords: gender discrimination, observer bias, observer moral licensing 

 

4.2 INTRODUCTION  

Organizations increasingly implement diversity statements to communicate that they 

value diversity and aim at preventing discrimination (Edelman, Fuller, & Mara‐Drita, 2001; 

Singh & Point, 2006). These statements are, however, not necessarily an indicator that 

organizations also effectively reduce discrimination. Some organizations do not walk their talk 

and rely on diversity statements as a “window dressing” –strategy, without actually 
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implementing any formal or informal procedures to reduce discrimination (Marques, 2010; 

Vassilopoulou, 2017). As a result, organizational initiatives to ban discrimination do not always 

prevent discrimination (Kalev, Kelly, & Dobbin, 2006). If organizations actually have 

implemented internal procedures is difficult to assess for external observers. As a result, 

observers may rely on visible signs that suggest prevention of discrimination within the 

organization. This is particularly worrisome when external observers evaluate discrimination 

claims against an organization because a diversity statement may be (wrongly) interpreted as a 

valid indicator that an organization strives to prevent discrimination and this may bias the 

judgment of observers about the validity of the case. The literature on legal discrimination 

claims highlights the importance of this effect because discrimination claims are surprisingly 

unsuccessful in the courtroom (for a discussion, see Eyer, 2012), and particularly so when 

information about discrimination prevention initiatives of the organization are available 

(Edelman, Krieger, Eliason, Albiston, & Mellema, 2011). 

 We borrow from the moral licensing literature (e.g., Lennartz, Proost, & Brebels, 2019; 

Monin & Jordan, 2010; Monin & Miller, 2001) and more specifically the mechanism of 

observer moral licensing (e.g., Effron & Monin, 2010; Kaiser et al., 2013) to test this effect 

and explain the underlying mechanism. Specifically, we argue that observers may grant a moral 

license to organizations that are accused of gender discrimination when the organization has 

implemented a diversity (vs. mission) statement and therefore perceive the woman’s gender 

discrimination claim as less valid (see also Brady, Kaiser, Major, & Kirby, 2015; Kaiser et al., 

2013). However, we advance the current literature in two ways. First, while previous studies 

have shown the effect for male observers (Kaiser et al., 2013) and female observers (Brady et 

al., 2015) when evaluating a woman’s gender discrimination claim separately, we compare 

male and female observers. Building on social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) we 

predict that female observers compared to male observers will generally perceive a woman’s 
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gender discrimination claim more valid compared to male observers and also show a weaker 

moral licensing effect. Second, we suggest that observer perceptions of organizational morality 

as the underlying mechanism. More specifically, we expect that a diversity statement compared 

to a mission statement increases the extent to which observers perceive an organization as 

moral which in turn decreases the perceived validity of a discrimination claim. We thereby 

provide a more direct test for the idea that moral licensing effects explain observer biases when 

evaluating discrimination claims against organizations with a diversity statement.  

4.2.1 Observer moral licensing effects in the presence of a diversity statement 

Moral licensing describes a phenomenon by which previous moral behavior allows – 

that is licenses - an individual to subsequently engage in immoral behavior, without fearing to 

feel or to appear immoral to others (Monin & Miller, 2001). Such effects have been shown in 

various domains such as donation behavior (Conway & Peetz, 2012; Sachdeva, Iliev, & Medin, 

2009), consumer behavior (Khan & Dhar, 2006), dishonesty (Jordan, Mullen, & Murnighan, 

2011) and discrimination (Lennartz, Proost, & Brebels, 2018; Lennartz et al., 2019; Monin & 

Miller, 2001).  

Research on moral licensing effects has mainly focused on how moral deeds license 

actors to engage in immoral behavior. However, moral licensing may also have a social 

component and prevent actors from negative evaluations by others (Effron & Monin, 2010; 

Merritt, Effron, & Monin, 2010; Wang & Chan, 2019). According to this idea, observers may 

react more forgiving to moral transgressions of actors, when actors have previously engaged 

in behavior signaling their morality (Effron & Monin, 2010; Wang & Chan, 2019), a 

phenomenon that we refer to as observer moral licensing. For instance, Effron and Monin 

(2010) showed that uninvolved observers condemned a manager accused of ambiguous sexual 

discrimination less after they learned about the efforts of the manager to reduce sexual 

harassment within the organization.  
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Such effects have not only been shown for observers evaluating individual actors but 

also when evaluating organizations that are accused of discrimination. For example, studies 

reveal that information about organizational diversity practices reduced observers` perceived 

validity of a discrimination claim (e.g., Brady et al., 2015; Kaiser et al., 2013). For instance, 

Kaiser and colleagues (2013) found that male observers supported a woman’s gender 

discrimination claim against an organization less when the organization had implemented 

training for women’s` success or won a diversity award compared to a neutral control 

condition. Brady and colleagues (2015) replicated this finding for female observers.  

Diversity statements may enhance bias in observers` evaluations of gender 

discrimination claims. They communicate that an organization aims at counteracting 

discrimination and prohibits the unfair treatment of underprivileged groups (Singh & Point, 

2006). As such, they signal that the organization works to prevent bias (Vassilopoulou, 2017), 

which may then also promote observer moral licensing effects. Indeed, a study by Kaiser and 

colleagues (2013) reveals that observers perceive a racial discrimination claim less valid when 

the accused organization had a diversity statement compared to a mission statement. We aim 

at extending this finding to a gender discrimination claim context and formulate the following 

hypothesis.  

 

Hypothesis 1:  Exposure to a diversity statement of the organization will reduce observers` 

perceived validity of a woman’s gender discrimination claim against the 

organization in comparison to exposure to a mission statement of the 

organization. 
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4.2.2 The role of observer gender  

A theory that allows answering whether observer gender plays a role when assessing 

the link of a diversity statement with the perceived validity of gender discrimination claim is 

social identity theory. Social identity theory predicts that people do not only strive for a positive 

personal identity but also have a need for a positive social identity (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This 

need is satisfied if people belong to groups that are positively distinct (i.e., high-status) from other 

relevant out-groups (low-status). If people belong to low-status groups, this need is not met 

which results in threats to their social identity (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986). This indicates 

that members of low-status groups are particularly inclined to improve the social status of their 

in-groups (Scheepers & Ellemers, 2005, Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Members of high-status 

groups can also experience a threat to their social identity. This results from potential negative 

changes in their privileged status, for instance when members of low-status groups challenge 

their favorable position (Scheepers & Ellemers, 2005, Tajfel, 1978). As a consequence, 

members of high-status groups are particularly inclined to maintain and defend the favorable 

position of their group (Ellemers & Bos, 1998; Ellemers, Doosje, Van Knippenberg, & Wilke, 

1992).  

Women often have fewer resources, less power and less status in comparison to men. 

For instance, women still face structural barriers in the workplace such as a lower salary for 

the same work (i.e., the gender wage gap; Blau & Kahn, 2017) and obstacles to be promoted 

into higher managerial positions (i.e., the glass ceiling effect; Barreto, Ryan, Schmitt, 2009), 

effects that are at least partly explained by discrimination against women (Bertrand, 2011, 

Koch, Mello, & Sackett, 2015).  

Gender discrimination claims can uncover status differences between men and women 

within organizations and can, when successful, ultimately lead to organizational changes to 

end the unfair treatment and discrimination of low-status groups (James & Wooten, 2006). As 
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such, they represent a chance for women to improve their social status, while they threaten the 

favorable position of men. Based on this argument we expect that male observers may perceive 

a gender discrimination claim as less valid compared to female observers. This is also in line 

with previous research, showing that female observers compared to male observers are more 

likely to believe that discrimination claims of women were indeed driven by discrimination 

(Elkins & Phillips, 1999) and that female discrimination plaintiffs are more likely to win their 

case when the juror is female (Knepper, 2018). 

 

Hypothesis 2: Female observers will perceive a woman’s gender discrimination claim as more 

valid than male observers.  

 

While we expect that male and female observers will generally differ in their validity 

judgments of a woman’s gender discrimination claim, we also expect that they are differentially 

influenced by a diversity statement. Social identity theory predicts that high-status members 

are particularly inclined to downplay potential status differences to defend their privileged 

status (Van Knippenberg, 1984). Since a diversity statement signals that status differences 

between men and women in the organization are tackled well, male observers may be 

particularly inclined to be influenced by a diversity statement when evaluating a gender 

discrimination claim.  

In comparison, female observers may be more suspicious about the signal that a 

diversity statement sends. This is supported by research showing that members of low-status 

groups are less easily convinced that diversity statements indicate organizational commitment 

to diversity and preventing discrimination (Purdie-Vaughns, Steele, Davies, Ditlmann, & 

Crosby, 2008). We, therefore, expect that being exposed to a diversity (versus mission) 
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statement of the organization will affect female observers` perceived validity of a woman’s 

gender discrimination claim to a lesser extent than it will affect male observers.  

 

Hypothesis 3:  Exposure to an organizational diversity statement (versus a mission statement) 

reduces the perceived validity of a gender discrimination claim against the 

organization more strongly among male than among female observers.  

 

4.2.3 Perceived organizational morality as an underlying mechanism  

As a next step, we investigate whether diversity statements reduce the perceived validity 

of gender discrimination claims because they increase perceived organizational morality. Most 

theoretical and empirical accounts within the moral licensing literature focus on the actor rather 

than on the observer (Effron, Cameron, & Monin, 2009; Lennartz et al., 2018; Monin & Miller, 

2001). A likely explanation for these actor-centric moral licensing effects is that prior moral 

deeds increase the moral self-image of actors allowing them to relax subsequent moral strivings 

which increases the likelihood of less moral or even immoral behavior (Effron & Monin, 2010; 

Lennartz et al., 2018; Monin & Miller, 2001; Sachdeva et al., 2009). Some studies provided 

empirical support for this idea (e.g., Cornelissen, Bashshur, Rode, & Le Menestrel, 2013; 

Sachdeva et al., 2009), for instance in the domain of discrimination (Kouchaki, 2011; Lennartz 

et al., 2019). These studies evidence that increased moral self-perceptions of actors are a driver 

of moral licensing effects. Literature suggests that this underlying mechanism is also mirrored 

from an observer's perspective. Actors` moral deeds may affect how moral they are perceived 

by observers which may then prevent actors from reputational damage when engaging dubious 

behavior (Merritt et al., 2010). This suggests that observer moral licensing effects may be 

explained by the extent to which observers perceive actors as moral. We test this idea for our 
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prediction that exposure to a diversity versus a mission statement reduces the observers 

perceived validity ratings of a woman`s gender discrimination claim. 

People do not only evaluate how moral they perceive themselves, but also how moral 

they perceive organizations (Ellemers, Kingma, van de Burgth, & Manuela, 2011; Reynolds, 

2003). The extent to which an organization is perceived as moral depends on the moral 

characteristics of the organization that distinguish them from other organizations (Reynolds, 

2003). For instance, evidence shows that the magnitude to which organizations engage in 

corporate social responsibility activities is positively related to the perceived organizational 

morality (Ellemers et al., 2011).  

Similarly, diversity statements may impact how moral organizations are perceived by 

observers. Diversity statements signal to observers that an organization lives up to its societal 

moral obligation to prevent discrimination (Greening & Turban, 2000; Leslie, 2017). Thus, 

they may be interpreted as morally virtuous acts of the organization (Crandall & Eshleman, 

2003; Cropanzano, Byrne, Bobocel, & Rupp, 2001; Leslie, 2017). It follows that observers may 

perceive an organization as more moral after being exposed to a diversity statement compared 

to a mission statement.  

We further expect that these increased organizational morality perceptions will impact 

how observers evaluate a woman`s gender discrimination claim. A woman`s claim to be a 

victim of discrimination within an organization challenges that the organization lives up to its 

moral obligation to prevent discrimination. Thus, the claim stands at odds with organizational 

morality perceptions. However, if an organization successfully signals its morality to observers 

with a diversity statement, observers may have more doubts about the actual validity of the 

claim. We, therefore, expect that increased organizational morality perceptions will reduce the 

perceived validity of a woman`s discrimination claim. Based on these arguments we formulate 

the following hypothesis: 
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Hypothesis 4: Perceived organizational morality mediates the impact of exposure to either a 

diversity or a mission statement on validity ratings of a woman`s gender 

discrimination claim.  

 

Based on social identity theory, we argued that men will be inclined to avert a threat to 

their gender group resulting from a gender discrimination claim, while women will be inclined 

to improve their social status by supporting the gender discrimination claim. Prior research also 

revealed that female observers evaluate organizations accused of discriminating against women 

as less favorably than men do (Elkins & Phillips, 1999). Therefore, we expect that observer 

gender will also directly impact observers’ perceptions of organizational morality.  

 

Hypothesis 5: Female observers will perceive an organization accused of discrimination less 

moral compared to male observers.  

 

Because of their experiences with status differences and discrimination in 

organizations, we also predict that female observers will be more suspicious about diversity 

statement as a signal of organizational morality. While we expect that both observer groups 

will perceive an organization with a diversity statement more moral, we expect that this is less 

the case for female compared to male observers. Taken together, we expect that the effect of a 

diversity (versus a mission) statement via the perceived organizational morality is weaker for 

male than for female observers. Based on this we formulate the following hypotheses. Figure 

1 provides a graphical representation of the hypotheses in this study. 
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Hypotheses 6: Perceived organizational morality mediates the impact of exposure to either a 

diversity or a mission statement on validity ratings of a woman`s gender 

discrimination claim. This effect is moderated by observer gender in a way that 

it is weaker for female compared to male observers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual model of this study. 

 

4.2.4  The present research and pre-test 

We tested our predictions in two studies. In the first study, we assess the main effect of the 

presence of a diversity statement versus a mission statement (H1), the main effect of observer 

gender (H2), as well as their interaction (H3) on the perceived validity of the gender 

discrimination claim. In the second study, we assessed the mediation hypotheses (H4), the main 

effect of observer gender on the perceived organizational morality (H5) as well as the 

moderated-mediation hypotheses (H6).  

In our main studies, we relied on a diversity statement and a mission statement adapted 

from a design by Kaiser et al. (2013, p. 519) with some small adaptations to strengthen the 

distinctiveness between the two statements. The statements were similarly worded with the 
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exception of the headlines (diversity and mission statement) and the insertion of words 

highlighting diversity and anti-discrimination in the diversity statement (see 3.8.1). Prior to our 

main studies, we investigated whether participants correctly interpreted the statements. 34 

participants (21 female) randomly read either the diversity statement or the mission statement. 

We then asked the participants to indicate their agreement to four items assessing the degree to 

which they perceived that the organization valued diversity and anti-discrimination (7-point 

Likert scale; M = 5.89, SD = 1.01, Cronbach’s α = .88). A sample item was “Smith & Simon 

values anti-discrimination”. Results revealed that our manipulation was successful. 

Participants in the diversity statement condition indicated a higher agreement to the items, M 

= 6.28; SD = .85, compared to participants in the mission statement condition, M = 5.07; SD = 

.85. This difference was significant, t(32) = 3.91, p < .001, ηp
2 = .04, indicating a small effect 

size (Ferguson, 2009).  

 

4.3 STUDY 1 

4.3.1 Participants and procedure  

Data was collected via Prolific with 204 native English speakers. Participants received 

1 GBP for participation. Participants’ age ranged from 18 to 67 years (M =33.52, SD = 11.58). 

107 participants were female (mission statement = 62, diversity statement = 45); 97 participants 

were male (mission statement = 52, diversity statement = 45). 82.4% indicated to be Caucasian. 

53% obtained a professional bachelor`s degree or higher.  

4.3.2 Experimental design and materials 

We tested hypotheses 1, 2, and 3 with a between-subjects factorial design with two 

conditions (diversity statement vs. mission statement). After giving their informed consent, 

participants were asked to learn about an investment organization called ‘Smith & Simon 

Corporation’ by carefully reading a written statement of the organization. Participants were 
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randomly assigned to one of two conditions: diversity statement (experimental condition) 

versus mission statement (control condition).  

After that, participants read an ostensible newspaper article explaining that the 

organization was hit with a gender discrimination lawsuit (see Kaiser et al., 2013). We relied 

on excerpts from a Fortune magazine online article (Rao, 2015) but changed the name of the 

company and the claimant as well as the publication date. The article described the claim of a 

former female employee accusing the organization of discriminatory payment, performance 

evaluations and promotion practices disadvantaging her and other women compared to equally 

qualified men (see 3.8.2). After reading the article, participants were asked to indicate how 

valid they perceived the discrimination claim. Then participants were asked some demographic 

questions and were thanked for their participation.  

4.3.3 Measuring instruments 

Perceived validity of the discrimination claim. We assessed the degree to which 

participants perceived the gender discrimination claim as valid with four items adapted from 

Kaiser et al. (2013). Sample items were“ The woman suing Smith & Simon was given the same 

opportunity as male employees” or The woman suing Smith & Simon was treated unfairly”. 

Answers were given on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). All 

four items were averaged (M= 4.75, SD = 1.01, Cronbach’s α = .88). 

4.3.4 Analysis 

We fitted a Univariate General Linear Model with the perceived validity of the 

discrimination claim as the dependent variable. We entered a dummy variable for the 

manipulation of the organizational statement (mission statement = 0, diversity statement =1) 

and a dummy variable for observer gender (male = 0, female = 1) as well as an interaction term. 

Effect sizes were assessed in terms of partial eta squared (ηp
2 ). We relied on cut-off values of 
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.04, .25. and .64., respectively indicating small, medium and large effect sizes (Ferguson, 

2009). 

4.3.5 Results 

We found a significant main effect of the organizational statement on the perceived validity 

of the discrimination claim, F(1, 200) = 7.43, p < . 01, ηp
2 = .04 (see Table 1). 

 

Table 1 
Results of GLM Study 1. 
 

Perceived Validity 

 
df MS F p ηp2 

Organizational Statement  

Observer Gender 

 

Interaction  

1 

1 

 

1 

6.40 

26.78 

 

0.07 

7.43 

31.06 

 

0.08 

0.01 

0.00 

 

0.78 

0.04 

0.13 

 

0.00 

N= 204. Organizational Statement (0 = Mission Statement, 1 = Diversity Statement), Observer 
Gender (0 = male, 1= female). 

 

Participants in the diversity statement condition perceived the discrimination claim 

significantly less valid, M = 4.53, SD = 1.14, compared to participants in the mission statement 

condition, M = 4.92, SD = 0.68 (see Figure 2). Thus, hypothesis 1 was supported.  

We also found a significant main effect of observer gender on the perceived validity of the 

gender discrimination claim F(1, 200) = 31.06, p < . 001, ηp
2 = .13 (see Table 1). Female 

observers generally indicated a higher validity of the gender discrimination claim, M = 5.10, 

SD = .92, compared to male observers, M = 4.36, SD = .92, supporting hypothesis 2 (see Figure 

2). The interaction between organizational statement and observer gender was not significant, 

F(1, 200) = 0.08, p = . 78, ηp
2 = .00. Thus, hypothesis 3 was not supported. 
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Figure 2. Main effects of the organizational statements and observer gender on the perceived 
validity of the gender discrimination claim (Study 1). 
 

4.3.6 Discussion 

The results of the first study are in line with hypothesis 1 and confirm that, in 

comparison with reading a mission statement, reading a diversity statement lowers the 

perceived validity of a subsequent discrimination claim. The findings also support hypotheses 

2. Female observers generally perceived the discrimination claim more valid compared to male 

observers. Observer gender did not moderate the effect of a diversity statement versus a mission 

statement on the perceived validity of the discrimination claim, rejecting hypotheses 3. We 

thereby show that a diversity statement can bias female and male observers to the same extent 

when judging gender discrimination claims. 

In this study, we assessed the main effect of a diversity statement versus a mission 

statement on the perceived validity of a discrimination claim and also assessed the potential 

moderating role of observer gender. The aims of the next study are twofold. First, we aim at 

replicating the findings of our first study to assess the generalizability of the findings in study 

1. Second, and more importantly, in the next study, we aim at investigating the role of the 

perceived organizational morality as the potential underlying mechanism (hypotheses 4, 5, 6) 
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4.4 STUDY 2 

4.4.1 Participants and procedure 

Data was collected via a snowball sampling method (Goodman, 1961). We invited 

participants via Facebook and LinkedIn. This invitation contained the same information about 

the purpose of the research as in study 1 and included a link to the online survey. To encourage 

participation, we informed participants that they could request feedback about the outcome of 

the study by indicating their e-mail address at the end of the survey and that these e-mail 

addresses will be collected in a different data file to ensure anonymity. After following the link, 

participants were asked to indicate their informed consent and were then led to the study 

materials.  

178 responses were collected, of which 159 were complete and could be used for 

analyses. The age of participants ranged from 18 to 60 years (M =31.27, SD = 8.36). 91 

participants were female (mission statement = 41, diversity statement = 50). 68 participants 

were male (mission statement = 29, diversity statement = 39). 81.8% indicated to be Caucasian. 

84.20% of the participants indicated to have at least a Bachelor`s degree. 

4.4.2 Experimental design and materials 

We relied on the same between-subjects factorial design with two conditions (diversity 

statement vs. mission statement) as in study, in order to allow for a comparison with study 1. 

However, in this study, we also assessed the mediating role of the perceived organizational 

morality. After participants randomly read one of the organizational statements and learned 

about the gender discrimination claim, we assessed the perceived organizational morality 

followed by the questions about the perceived validity of the discrimination claim.  

4.4.3 Measuring instruments 

Perceived organizational morality. We assessed how moral participants perceived the 

organization compared to an average organization based on the perceived organizational 
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ethicality scale (Reynolds, 2003). Sample items were “Smith and Simon is more ethical than 

the average organization.” or “Smith and Simon is more ethical than most organizations.” 

Participants indicated their agreement on a 7-point Likert scale anchored at 1 (= strongly 

disagree) and 7 (= strongly agree) and the two last items were reverse coded (M = 4.00 SD = 

1.08, Cronbach’s α = .75).  

Perceived validity of the discrimination claim. The extent to which participants 

perceived the gender discrimination claim as valid was assessed with the same measure as in 

the first experiment (M = 4.52, SD = .92, Cronbach’s α = .89).  

4.4.4 Analysis 

In order to test the hypotheses, we fitted two General Linear Models with the perceived 

morality of the organization and the perceived validity of the discrimination claim as dependent 

variables. We entered the organizational statement and gender dummy as well as their 

interaction term as independent variables. 

To test the mediation (H4) and moderated mediation hypotheses (H6), we relied on the 

PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013). An important advantage of the PROCESS macro is that it 

allows for directly testing the significance of the indirect effect through the mediator. It 

furthermore allows assessing the significance of the indirect effect for different levels of the 

moderator. 

To test hypotheses 4, we used model 4 of the PROCESS macro in which we entered 

perceived validity as the dependent variable, perceived organizational morality as the mediator 

and organizational statement as the independent variable. To test if this mediation was 

moderated by observer gender (Hypothesis 6), we used model 7 of the process macro. In this 

model, we entered observer gender as the moderator of the effect of organizational statement 

on the mediator (perceived organizational morality). For the assessment of the indirect effects 



Blinded by a Diversity Statement 
 

125 
 

in both models, we relied on a bootstrapping procedure resulting in bias-corrected bootstrap 

intervals with 5000 bootstrap intervals (Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007).  

4.4.5 Results 

The main effect of organizational statement on the perceived validity of the claim was 

significant, F(1, 155) = 16.82, p < . 01, ηp
2 = .10 (see Table 2). Participants in the diversity 

statement condition perceived the gender discrimination claim less valid, M = 4.27, SD = .89, 

compared to people in the mission statement condition, M = 4.84, SD = .79 (see Figure 3). In 

line with study 1, we found support for hypothesis 1. 

 

Table 2 
Results of GLMs Study 2. 
 

Perceived Morality  Perceived Validity 

 
df MS F p ηp

2  df MS F p ηp
2 

Organ. Statement 

Observer Gender 

 

Interaction  

1 

1 

 

1 

17.18 

4.43 

 

1.60 

16.40 

4.44 

 

1.52 

0.00 

0.04 

 

0.22 

0.10 

0.03 

 

0.01 

 1 

1 

 

1 

11.62 

5.85 

 

0.02 

16.82 

8.48 

 

0.23 

0.00 

0.00 

 

0.88 

0.10 

0.05 

 

0.04 

N= 159. Organizational Statement (0 = Mission Statement, 1 = Diversity Statement), Observer 

Gender (0 = male, 1= female). 

 

We also found a significant main effect of observer gender F(1, 155) = 8.48, p < . 01, 

ηp
2 = .05 (see Table 2). Female observers perceived the discrimination claim more valid, M = 

4.69, SD = .92, than male observers, M = 4.29, SD = .79 (see Figure 3). This also replicates the 

finding from study 1 and supports hypothesis 2. The interaction term was not significant F(1, 

155) = 0.82, p = . 80, ηp
2 = .00. In line with the findings of study 1, hypothesis 3 was not 

supported.  
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Figure 3. Main effects of the organizational statement and observer gender on the perceived 
validity of the gender discrimination claim (Study 2).  

 

 

Figure 4. Main effects of the organizational statement and observer gender on the perceived 
organizational morality. 

 

We found a significant main effect of organizational statement on perceived morality 

of the organization, F(1, 155) = 16.40, p < . 001, ηp2 = .10 (see Table 2). Participants in the 

diversity statement condition perceived the organization to be more moral, M = 4.28, SD = 

1.15, compared to participants in the mission statement condition, M = 3.64, SD = .88 (see 

Figure 4). 
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We also found a significant main effect of observer gender on the perceived 

organizational morality, F(1, 155) = 4.24, p < . 05, ηp
2 = .03 (see Table 2). Male observers 

generally perceived the organization as more moral, M = 4.22, SD = 1.04, compared to female 

observers, M = 3.83, SD = .79 (see Figure 2), which supports hypothesis 5. The interaction 

between observer gender and the organizational statement was not significant, F(1, 155) = 1.52, 

p = .22, ηp
2 = .01 (see Table 2). 

The mediation analysis with Process (Model 4) with 5000 bootstrapped samples and a 

95%- confidence interval revealed a significant indirect effect of the organizational statement 

on the perceived organizational morality on the perceived validity of the discrimination 

claim,indirect b = -.24, SE = .08, 95% CI = [-.41 - -.10]. Additional hierarchical regression 

analyses revealed that the direct effect of the organizational statement on the perceived validity 

, ß = -.32, p < .00, became weaker and the p-value increased, but remained significant.ß = -.18, 

p < .01, which indicates partial mediation. Thus, hypothesis 4 was supported.  

In line with the finding that gender did not moderate the effect of the organizational 

statement on the perceived organizational morality, we did not find a significant moderated 

mediation, index of moderated mediation = .15, SE = .12, 95% CI = [-.08 - .37]. We observed 

mediation for male observers, indirect b = -.32, SE = .10, 95% CI = [-.53 - -.14], as well as for 

female observers, indirect b = -.17, SE = .93, 95% CI = [-.38 - -.01]. The confidence intervals 

for the indirect effect of male observers and female observers largely overlap, indicating that 

the mediation is similar in strength for both groups. Thus, hypothesis 6 was not supported.  

4.4.6 Discussion 

Study 2 replicated the findings of the first study. Observers perceived the gender 

discrimination claim less valid in the presence of a diversity statement compared to a mission 

statement. Yet, female observers generally perceived the discrimination claim more valid 
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compared to male observers. However, the intensity of the effect of the diversity statement on 

the perceived validity of the discrimination claim did not depend on observer gender.  

Study 2 further shows that these findings are mirrored in light of the perceived 

organizational morality of the organizations. As predicted, we found that the presence of a 

diversity versus a mission statement increased the perceived organizational morality and that 

female observers generally perceived the organization as less moral compared to male 

observers. Moreover, our results indicated that female, as well as male observers`, perceptions 

of organizational morality were equally affected by the presence of a diversity statement.  

Our findings further support our prediction that the effect of a diversity statement versus 

a mission statement on the perceived validity of the discrimination claim is explained by 

perceived organizational morality. After exposure to its diversity statement, participants 

perceived the accused organization as more moral, which explained why they discounted the 

validity of the discrimination claim more in comparison to the presence of a diversity statement. 

This is evidence for the idea that observers grant organizations a moral license based on a 

diversity statement. This effect was evenly strong for female and male observers.  

 

4.5 GENERAL DISCUSSION 

4.5.1 Main findings and theoretical implications 

In this contribution, we examined whether observers perceive a gender discrimination 

claim against an organization as less valid after being exposed to a diversity statement of that 

same organization. The results are in line with this idea and also with findings in other recent 

research (Brady et al., 2015; Kaiser et al., 2013) and the idea that moral licensing also occurs 

from an observer`s perspective (Merritt et al., 2010). Diversity statements can cushion negative 

evaluations by observers when the organization is accused of discrimination. 
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Furthermore, we aimed to investigate whether male and female observers would be 

differentially affected by the presence of a diversity statement. We argued, based on social 

identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986) that female observers would generally perceive 

a discrimination claim against an organization as more valid than male observers would do. 

This was supported across both studies and thereby, it replicates previous research on the effect 

of observer gender on validity ratings of gender discrimination claims (Elkins & Phillips, 1999; 

Knepper, 2018). Also, we expected that female compared to male observers will be less 

influenced by exposure to a diversity statement when judging a discrimination claim. Yet, we 

found that there is no difference in the strength of the effect between both observer groups. 

This furthers our understanding of how diversity initiatives affect male and female observers 

when judging a woman`s gender discrimination claim. However, it is important to note that in 

general, participants perceived the woman`s gender discrimination claim rather valid than 

invalid. In all experimental cells, participants on average answered above the midpoint of the 

scale. The lowest validity ratings were observed for male observers in the diversity statement 

condition, while the highest values were observed for female observers in the mission statement 

condition (see Table 3). 

 

Table 3 
Mean perceived validity per experimental cell. 

 

 
Study 1  Study 2 

Male Observer/Mission Statement 

Male Observer/Diversity Statement 

Female Observer/Mission Statement 

Female Observer/Diversity Statement 

4.54 

4.15 

5.24 

4.92 

 4.59 

4.06 

5.01 

4.43 

 

 



Chapter 4 

130 
 

Moreover, we aimed at answering whether the observed effects are explained by the 

degree to which observers perceive actors as more moral depending on their moral deeds. We 

investigated this idea at the organizational level and found that the perceived organizational 

morality explained why observers discounted the validity of a woman`s gender discrimination 

claim when exposed to a diversity versus a mission statement. This adds to the literature on 

observer moral licensing effects (Effron & Monin, 2010; Kaiser et al., 2013; Wang & Chan, 

2019) because it shows that morality perceptions represent a likely explanatory mechanism. 

We also found, in line with our prediction that female observers will generally perceive 

the accused organization less moral compared to male observers, that the effect of the diversity 

statement on the perceived morality of the organization did not depend on observer gender. 

This shows that female and male observers` organizational morality perceptions are equally 

influenced by the presence of a diversity statement. This then also explains why diversity 

statements affect the perceived validity of a gender discrimination claim to the same extent for 

both observer groups.  

Importantly, we investigated whether diversity policies influence observers’ 

evaluations of a female employee’s discrimination claim in the absence of factual evidence 

sustaining the claim. The absence of factual evidence is a common problem discrimination 

claimants face. Targets of discrimination often lack the necessary evidence to prove their claim 

(Green, 2007), because nowadays discrimination is rarely expressed openly, more subtle in 

nature, and more difficult to detect, and therefore ambiguous in nature (Cortina, 2019; Jones, 

Peddie, Gilrane, King, & Gray, 2016). Moreover, the type of discrimination claim described in 

the newspaper article in our study is characteristic of actual legal discrimination claims 

(Nielsen & Nelson, 2008). However, our findings cannot answer the question whether diversity 

policies also influence the judgement of observers when discrimination is evident or whether 

this is limited to ambiguous discrimination claims. We therefore want to encourage future 
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research to additionally manipulate the presence compared to the absence of factual evidence 

supporting the discrimination claim. In an experimental condition, one could for instance show 

tables indicating that more men compared to women have better chances of being promoted 

compared to women with equal qualifications, experience and tenure. Similar information 

could be provided for differences in light of pay. Such information would mirror and support 

the woman`s accusations against the organization. In the control condition, this information 

should then be obmitted in order to replicate our previous studies.  

While we would expect a replication of our findings in the control condition, three 

alternative outcomes could show in the experimental condition. A first conceivable outcome 

would show that our effects also hold when discrimination is relatively evident. In this case, 

reading a diversity statement (vs. a mission statement) would still color the judgement of the 

discrimination claim in favor of the organization and to the disadvantage of the claiming 

women. However, information about factual evidence may not be ignored by observers and the 

effect could be weaker in the experimental condition.  

A second alternative conceivable outcome is that factual evidence eliminates the effect 

of a diversity statement (versus a mission statement). In that case, the perceived organizational 

morality perceptions and the perceived validity of the claim would generally drop in the 

experimental condition, but not depend on the organizational statement. This would indicate 

that if factual evidence sustaining the claim is present, observers would only rely on this 

information when forming a judgment and neglect the organizational statements. 

A third potential outcome is that the pattern observed in the control condition reversed 

in the experimental condition. An organization that has installed a diversity statement (versus 

a mission statement) but that clearly discriminates may be perceived as hypocritical in the eyes 

of observers. This could make observers perceive the organization with a diversity statement 

(versus a mission statement) even less moral and the claim more valid. 
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4.5.2  Limitations and future research 

This research is not without limitations. A first limitation of this study relates to the 

theoretical prediction of differences in light of observer gender. We argued that female 

observers would perceive the organization accused of gender discrimination as less moral and 

perceive the gender discrimination claim as less valid because of status differences between 

male and female observers. Following this reasoning, women should not judge a gender 

discrimination claim filed by a man differently, because he belongs to the high status-group. 

Since we did not test this idea, our findings could also be explained alternatively. It could be 

that female observers generally sympathize more strongly with discrimination victims while 

male observers generally sympathize more strongly with organizations. Following this 

argument, female observers could generally perceive an organization accused of discrimination 

less moral and a discrimination claim more valid independent from the social status of the 

claimant. To test this idea, one could replicate our experiment but alter the gender of the 

discrimination claimant. Following our status-driven explanation, we would expect that the 

observed gender differences of the present study would reverse. If, however, female compared 

to male observers would generally be more inclined to side with discrimination claimants 

independent from their social status, we would expect that the observed gender differences of 

the present study would replicate.  

Furthermore, our study may underestimate that not all members within the female or 

male observer group will evaluate a woman`s gender discrimination claim in the same way. 

For instance, the extent to which male or female observers identify with their gender group 

may further qualify our findings. High-identifiers compared to low-identifiers may be more 

likely to perceive themselves as members of this group rather than individuals (Spears, Doosje, 

& Ellemers, 1999). They may also be more likely to align their perception and actions with the 

goals and interests of the group, leading to an increased motivation to avert threats to their in-
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group (Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 2002; Schmader, 2002). It follows that differences between 

male and female observers when evaluating a woman`s gender discrimination claim may be 

particularly pronounced among high-identifiers. Moreover, highly-identified compared to 

lowly-identified male (female) observers may be more (less) inclined to perceive a diversity 

statement as evidence for the organizational morality which then also differentially affects the 

perceived validity ratings. Future research could therefore additionally assess gender 

identification as an additional variable that may clarify our findings.  

Another fruitful avenue for future research is to focus on the group of female observers 

and investigate whether status differences between female oberservers may result in different 

validity ratings when evaluating a females`s gender discrimination claim. According to the 

queen bee effect, women in higher status authority positions may be more strict in evaluating 

lower status women, but not men (Staines, Tavris, &Jayaratne, 1974). “Queen bees” are women 

that have achieved career succes by emphasizing their commitment to their professional career 

and their masculine qualities and by simultaneously derogating other women. As such, they 

legitimize rather than question the disadvantaged position of women in those environments in 

which they became successful (Ellemers, Van Den Heuvel, De Gilder, Maass, & Bonvini, 

2004; Staines et al., 1974). It follows that women in positions with high compared to low 

authority may evaluate a gender discrimination claim less valid and the organization more 

moral. Moreover, woman in authority roles may show similar judgments as male obervers, 

because they rather identify as members of a high-status group. Future research could test these 

ideas by additionally collecting data about the extent to which female and male observers hold 

positions with authority in organizations. 

In this research, we focused on the degree to which observers’ perceptions of the 

organizational morality explain why observers discount the validity of a gender discrimination 

claim due to a diversity statement. Importantly, previous research indicated that diversity 
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initiatives increase the perception that an organization is fair towards minorities which then 

makes observers less vigilant when detecting discrimination (Brady et al., 2015; Kaiser et al., 

2013). Fairness perceptions and morality perceptions are strongly interrelated. Fairness is 

commonly perceived as a moral virtue (e.g., Aquino & Reed, 2002) and combatting unfairness 

is widely construed as morally virtuous (e.g., Cropanzano, Byrne, Bobocel, & Rupp, 2001; 

Folger, 1998). Thus the “illusion of fairness” hypotheses is relatively consistent with the idea 

of observer moral licensing (Leslie, 2017), but assesses perceptions of specific moral virtue, 

rather than global morality perceptions. An interesting avenue for future research is therefore 

to disentangle the role of global morality perceptions and certain subsets of moral virtues for 

observer moral licensing effects driven by organizational diversity initiatives.  

Another limitation relates to the organizational statements that we used in our studies. 

The pre-test revealed that participants in the diversity statement compared to the mission 

statement condition more strongly believed that the organization valued anti-discrimination. 

However, a closer look at the findings reveals that both experimental groups on average scored 

above the midpoint of the scale, indicating that both statements more or less signaled anti-

discrimination values. The diversity statement we employed in this study particularly 

mentioned observable differences between people (age, gender, race, disability). However, the 

mission statement we employed communicates that the organization values less visible 

differences between people (e.g., different work and learning styles, different perspectives, and 

backgrounds). This may explain why the effect size for the observed relationship between the 

diversity statement versus the mission statement on the perceived validity of the discrimination 

claim was medium (Kaiser et al., 2013). Thus, eliminating any diversity related-language from 

the mission statement could have led to an even stronger effect. 

In both studies, we relied on scenario studies in which participants were asked to 

evaluate the morality of an organization and the validity of the discrimination claim. We chose 
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this experimental design to manipulate the experimental variable while controlling for potential 

confounding variables and to make causal claims (Antonakis, Bendahan, Jacquart, & Lalive, 

2010). We could, therefore, understand how observer moral licensing can bias the observer`s 

perceptions of a discrimination claim in a controlled environment. However, it is important for 

future research to study these effects in more complex and ecologically valid environments, for 

instance, the courtroom. 

4.5.3 Practical implications  

The results of this study have important implications for practice. Many organizations 

do signal that they value anti-discrimination with diversity statements. This, however, does not 

necessarily indicate that minorities in these organizations do not face discrimination (e.g., 

Kalev et al., 2006). Yet, diversity statements may convince observers of discrimination claims 

that the organization is actually unbiased which makes them less vigilant when evaluating 

discrimination claims against the organization. Thus, our research shows that these window 

dressing strategies may pay off as they can cushion reputational damage and decrease the risk 

of legal prosecution due to a gender discrimination claim.  

In line with previous studies, our research shows that the outcome of gender 

discrimination claims also depends on observer gender (Elkins & Phillips, 1999; Knepper, 

2018). It follows that gender discrimination claimants may face the strongest difficulties to 

succeed when a juror is male and the organizations has a diversity statement. We believe that 

it is utterly necessary to train judges in biases when evaluating gender discrimination claims 

that are driven by their own gender, as well as the presence of organizational diversity 

statements.  

4.5.4 Conclusion 

In this paper, we studied whether a diversity statement compared to a mission statement 

reduces observers` perceived validity of a discrimination claim via the observer moral licensing 
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effect. In two studies, we provided evidence that observers perceive an organization with a 

diversity statement more moral compared to an organization with a mission statement which 

led them to discount the validity of the discrimination claim. Moreover, we found that female 

compared to male observers generally perceived an organization accused of discrimination 

against a former female employee less moral and a discrimination claim more valid. 
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4.7 APPENDICES 

4.7.1 Organizational statement 

DIVERSITY STATEMENT 

Smith & Simon Corporation holds the belief that creativity and innovation result exclusively 

from the cooperation between people with different experiences, perspectives, and cultural 

backgrounds. Our policies and practices are built on equal opportunity and anti-discrimination 

in the workplace. To better serve our customers and create a united workforce we strive to: 

• Promote trust, mutual respect, and dignity between employees. 

• Attract, develop, promote and maintain a talented diverse workforce. 

• Encourage collaboration among employees from diverse backgrounds, cultures, and 

ethnicities. 

In accordance with our philosophy, Smith & Simon Corporation motivates our employees to 

contribute their best and provide us with a competitive advantage. Smith & Simon Corporation 

does not discriminate against any employee because of race, religion, gender, sexual 

orientation, national origin, disability, age, or covered veteran status.  

 

MISSION STATEMENT 

Smith & Simon Corporation holds the belief that creativity and innovation result exclusively 

from the cooperation between people with different experiences and perspectives. Our policies 

and practices are built on this philosophy. To better serve our customers and create a united 

workforce we strive to 

• Promote trust, mutual respect, and dignity between employees; 

• Attract, develop, promote and maintain a talented workforce; 

• Encourage collaboration among employees with different work and learning styles. 



Blinded by a Diversity Statement 
 

145 
 

In accordance with our philosophy, Smith & Simon Corporation motivates our employees to 

contribute their best and provide us with a competitive advantage. 

4.7.2 Newspaper article detailing the gender discrimination claim 

LAWSUIT HITS SMITH & SIMON 

Thursday, February 5, 2017 

Smith & Simon organization has been hit with a gender discrimination lawsuit. The investment 

organization is being sued in court by Sarah Johnson, a former employee who worked at the 

organization for over seven years. She alleges that female employees like her earned less 

compared to similarly qualified men because of gender bias. She also claimed that the 

organization promoted men over equally or more qualified women and that its managers gave 

women lower performance reviews compared with their male peers. Johnson left Smith & 

Simon in 2016. “What happened to me is not unique," she said in a statement. "This case will 

illuminate the patterns of decision-making against women. Fundamentally, this is about 

fairness and equality.”  
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5.1 OVERVIEW 

The main aim of this dissertation was to advance the knowledge of moral balancing 

effects in the domain of (hiring) discrimination. Our work furthers contemporary knowledge 

in four important ways. First, we investigated if recruiters balance hiring decisions between 

minority and majority candidates across two selection procedures due to moral licensing and 

moral cleansing effects. Second, we aimed at demonstrating that not only individual 

unprejudiced behavior but also organizational diversity policies can be a source of vicarious 

and observer moral licensing effects. Third, we investigated morality perceptions of the self 

and organizations as a potential underlying mechanism of policy-driven vicarious and observer 

moral licensing effects. Fourth, we tested several potential boundary mechanisms. We tested 

our hypotheses with a total of 6 studies in three chapters. In this general discussion, we will 

first provide a brief overview of the findings of this dissertation. We will then discuss how this 

dissertation deepens the understanding of moral balancing theory and literature related to this 

dissertation. After that, we will discuss the overall limitations of this dissertation and elaborate 

on potential avenues for future research. We conclude with practical recommendations derived 

from the findings of this dissertation.  

5.2 SUMMARY OF THE MAIN FINDINGS 

In this dissertation, we found support for some, but not all of our predictions. We show 

that a choice for a minority (majority) candidate in a first selection procedure systematically 

influenced the choice between a majority candidate and an equally qualified minority candidate 

in a second selection procedure (Chapter 2). A decision in favor for an Arab candidate increased 

the likelihood of employing a White candidate in the presence of an equally qualified Arab 

candidate (moral licensing) and vice versa (moral cleansing).  

Moreover, the prediction that a diversity policy can be a source of vicarious and 

observer moral licensing effects was supported. We found that the presence of a successful 
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equal opportunities policy compared to no information about a policy increased the expression 

of a hiring preference for White over Black candidates in an ambiguous hiring context (Chapter 

3). Moreover, we found that neutral observers discounted the validity of a woman`s gender 

discrimination claim against an organization after being exposed to the organization`s diversity 

(as compared to a mission) statement (Chapter 4).  

Furthermore, our expectations that morality perceptions of the self and of organizations 

would explain policy-driven vicarious moral licensing effects and observer moral licensing 

effects were supported empirically. From an actor-centric perspective, we provided indirect 

evidence that the presence versus the absence of a successful equal opportunities policy 

increases the moral self-image of individuals which explained the expression of ambiguously 

discriminatory hiring preferences for White over Black candidates (Chapter 3). From an 

observer-centric perspective, we showed that neutral observers perceived an organization with 

a diversity compared to a mission statement more moral which in turn explained why observers 

indicated a lower validity of a woman`s gender discrimination claim against the organization 

(Chapter 4).  

The evidence for the suggested boundary mechanism was mixed. We only found 

empirical support for our prediction that policy-driven vicarious moral licensing effects were 

moderated by contextual ambiguity (Chapter 3). We found that the presence of a successful 

diversity policy only led to a clear expression of a hiring preference for White over Black 

applicants when the context was ambiguous (information about a hostile work environment for 

Black employees) compared to non-ambiguous (no information). Our prediction that construal 

level induced by the psychological distance would moderate the occurrence of moral licensing 

and moral cleansing effects across hiring decisions in two selection procedures was not 

supported (Chapter 2). We also did not find that the observed policy-driven observer moral 
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licensing effect was moderated by observer gender (Chapter 4). Figure 1 provides an overview 

of the findings of this dissertation.  

 

 

Figure 1. Overview of the main findings in this dissertation. 

 

5.3 IMPLICATIONS FOR THE MORAL BALANCING LITERATURE 

5.3.1 Moral licensing and moral cleansing in the domain of hiring discrimination 

This dissertation demonstrates that not only moral licensing but also moral cleansing 

effects can occur in the domain of hiring discrimination. Previous research in this domain has 

mainly provided empirical evidence for the moral licensing side of the moral balancing 

framework (e.g.,  Effron, Cameron, & Monin, 2009; Merritt et al., 2012; Monin & Miller, 

2001). While research demonstrates moral cleansing patterns in other domains such as donation 

behavior or pro-social behavior (Steele, 1988; Stone, Wiegand, Cooper, & Aronson, 1997), 

this dissertation shows that moral cleansing effects also occur on the domain of hiring 

discrimination (Chapter 2).  

Furthermore, the literature often discusses moral licensing and moral cleansing effects 

as separate phenomena (Effron & Conway, 2015; West & Zhong, 2015), while moral balancing 
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theory combines both effects in one compelling framework (Jordan et al., 2011; Monin & 

Jordan, 2010; Sachdeva et al., 2009). Yet, research assessing moral licensing and moral 

cleansing patterns in one study is relatively scarce and not situated in the domain of hiring 

discrimination (Cornelissen, Bashshur, Rode, & Le Menestrel, 2013; Jordan, Mullen, & 

Murnighan, 2011; Sachdeva, Iliev, & Medin, 2009). Chapter 2 of this dissertation provides 

further empirical evidence for the idea that moral licensing and moral balancing effects can be 

combined in one framework and that this framework also applies to the domain of hiring 

discrimination.  

5.3.2 Diversity policies as a source of vicarious moral licensing effects 

In this dissertation, we extend the knowledge on potential sources of moral licensing 

effects in the domain of hiring discrimination. A magnitude of studies evidenced that individual 

moral behaviors can drive moral licensing effects in the domain of hiring discrimination (e.g., 

Effron et al., 2009; Effron, Miller, & Monin, 2012; Monin & Miller, 2001). This dissertation 

replicates these findings (Chapter 2) but also lifts the knowledge on potential sources of moral 

licensing effects to the policy level (Chapter 3). We built on previous research evidencing that 

not only unprejudiced behavior of individuals but also unprejudiced behavior of close others 

or the moral status of the groups people belong to can vicariously provide individuals with a 

moral license to engage in hiring discrimination (Kouchaki, 2011). The underlying rationale is 

that moral actions of close others and in-groups affect how individuals feel about themselves 

which may then provide them with a license to discriminate. We show that also working for an 

organization with a diversity policy can lead to such vicarious moral licensing effects. This 

dissertation thereby answers previous calls for an empirical assessment for the idea of policy-

driven moral licensing effects (Zhong & Liljenquist, 2006), particularly in the domain of hiring 

discrimination (Leslie, 2017).  
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5.3.3 Diversity policies as a source of observer moral licensing effects 

This dissertation also evidences that the presence of diversity policies can make 

observers grant organizations a moral license to discriminate. The literature argues that moral 

licensing also has a social component as it may work as an effective impression management 

strategy (Miller & Effron, 2010; Monin & Miller, 2001). More specifically, moral behaviors 

of individuals may cushion potential threats to their moral reputation in the eyes of observers 

when engaging or being accused of immoral behavior (Merritt, Effron, & Monin, 2010). 

Indeed, research revealed that individuals` prior demonstrations of being unprejudiced reduced 

the observers` condemnation of subsequent discriminatory behavior of these individuals (e.g., 

Effron & Monin, 2010; Krumm & Corning, 2010). This dissertation evidences that neutral 

observers are also willing to grant organizations accused of discrimination a moral license due 

to organizational diversity policies (Chapter 4). Therefore it provides further evidence for 

policy-driven observer moral licensing effects when evaluating discrimination claims against 

organizations (Brady, Kaiser, Major, & Kirby, 2015; Kaiser et al., 2013).  

5.3.4 Morality perceptions of the self and the organization as underlying mechanism  

This dissertation shows that morality perceptions of the self and other actors explain 

policy-driven vicarious and observer moral licensing effects. Previous research demonstrated 

that moral self-image variations are a likely driver of moral licensing effects (Cornelissen et 

al., 2013; Khan & Dhar, 2006; Monin & Jordan, 2010; Sachdeva et al., 2009). What these 

studies show is that individual moral behavior increases the moral self-image of individuals 

and that this increased moral self-image licenses individuals to subsequently engage in immoral 

or less moral behavior. This dissertation provides indirect evidence that also the presence of 

successful diversity policies can promote ambiguous hiring discrimination because it increases 

the moral self-image of individuals (Chapter 3). This also evidences that the moral self-image 

does not only depend on individual moral actions (e.g., Monin & Jordan, 2010; Sachdeva et 
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al., 2009) or moral behavior of close others (Kouchaki, 2011), but also organizational signals 

indicating morality such as the presence of successful diversity policies.  

Furthermore, this dissertation reveals that this mechanism is mirrored from an observer 

perspective. The concept of observer moral licensing is based on the idea that moral deeds of 

actors serve as evidence for their morality, which then, in turn, explains why observers react 

less sensitive to (accusations of) moral transgressions (Effron & Monin, 2010; Wang & Chan, 

2019). We showed that this proposed underlying mechanism also explained the finding that 

observers discount the validity of a discrimination claim against an organization when this has 

installed a diversity policy (Chapter 4). This shows that organizational diversity policies 

convince observers of the morality of an organization, that is they grant organizations a moral 

license, which then makes observers more doubtful about the validity of a discrimination claim 

against the organization.  

5.3.5 Contextual ambiguity as a boundary mechanism of moral licensing effects 

In this dissertation, we found evidence that the degree to which a context is ambiguous is 

an important moderating mechanism of moral licensing effects in the domain of hiring 

discrimination. In ambiguous contexts, discrimination can be justified by neutral or immoral 

alternative explanations (Gneezy, Imas, Brown, Nelson, & Norton, 2012; Monin & Miller, 

2001), which has been shown to increase the likelihood of discrimination (Crandall & 

Eshleman, 2003; Derous, Ryan, & Serlie, 2015). This dissertation evidences that it also 

facilitates the occurrence of policy-driven moral licensing effects. An increased moral self-

image, for instance, due to the presence of a successful diversity policy, only led to the 

expression of discriminatory hiring preferences, when the context was ambiguous (Chapter 3). 

Chapter 2 and Chapter 4 relied on scenarios in which discrimination was rather ambiguous 

as well. For instance, in Chapter 2, the dependent variable was the choice between a minority 

candidate or an equally qualified majority candidate. No matter which candidate participants 
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employ, they can always justify their choice with the equal qualification of the candidates. 

Chapter 4 relied on a scenario that described a woman`s gender discrimination claim. We did 

however not provide any evidence supporting the claim of the woman. Therefore it remained 

ambiguous whether discrimination indeed occurred or not. However, it remains questionable 

if the findings of Chapter 2 and Chapter 4 hold exclusively for ambiguous contexts as suggested 

by Chapter 3. We therefore call for more research investigating the role of ambiguity. 

According to the literature, the moral credits account holds that an increased moral self-image 

allows individuals to engage in blatant moral transgressions, while the credentials account 

holds that it only allows people to engage in ambiguously immoral behaviors (Merritt et al., 

2010). Therefore, particularly our findings in Chapter 3 may be interpreted as evidence for the 

moral credentials account. Importantly, we want to note that distinguishing moral credentials 

from moral credits merely based on contextual ambiguity may not be sufficient, because moral 

credits may be used for both blatant and ambiguous moral behaviors (Effron & Monin, 2010). 

Thus, we cannot ultimately conclude that moral credits did not play a role in Chapter 3. 

A closer look at the different functioning of moral credits and moral credentials may allow 

future research to better distinguish between both mechanisms. A first idea relates to actors’ 

perception of the (potentially) immoral behavior. Moral credits and moral credentials have in 

common that they are driven by an increased moral self-image due to previous moral behavior. 

However, the way that this increased moral self-image then licenses people to engage in 

(potential) immoral behavior is different. According to the moral credits account, an increased 

moral self-image provides people with a feeling of entitlement to engage in immoral behavior. 

Following this model, licensed and non-licensed people should perceive the questionable 

behavior similarly immoral but differ in the extent to which they feel comfortable at engaging 

in it (Merritt et al., 2010). If credits would explain our findings in Chapter 3, people in the 

policy condition and in the control condition should perceive the expression of a preference for 
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White applicants in the ambiguous context evenly problematic, but differ in the extent to which 

they feel comfortable to express this preference. Moral credentials change the meaning of 

subsequent immoral behavior. Thus, licensed compared to non-licensed people should perceive 

the questionable behavior more positively (Merritt et al., 2010). If credentials would explain 

our findings in Chapter 2, people in the policy condition compared to the control condition 

would perceive the expression of a preference for White applicants in the ambiguous context 

as less problematic.  

A second idea to disentangle moral credits from moral credentials relates to the extent to 

which the moral self-image is reduced after engaging in subsequent immoral behavior. The 

moral credits account argues that immoral behavior withdraws moral currency from the moral 

bank account. As such, we would assume that the increased moral self-image would drop after 

engaging in immoral behavior (Merritt et al., 2010). Applying this reasing to our findings in 

Chapter 3, we would expect that the increased moral self-image of individuals would drop 

subtsantially after expressing an ambiguously discriminatory hiring preference. Following the 

moral credentials account, licensed people should not experience this substantial drop in their 

moral self-image, because they do not perceive the questionable behavior as immoral. We 

would therefore expect that an increased moral self-image would not drop (Merritt et al., 2010). 

Applying this reasing to our findings in Chapter 3, we would expect that the increased moral 

self-image of individuals would not drop subtsantially after expressing an ambiguously 

discriminatoy hiring preference. 

In sum, we believe that ambiguity is just a first step to disentangle moral credits from moral 

credentials, but that future research can gain greater certainty by additionaly assessing 

individuals’ interpretation of (potential) immoral behavior and by measuring the moral self-

image before and after the questionable behavior.  
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5.3.6 The role of the perceived success of diversity policies 

In this dissertation, we provide indirect evidence that policy-driven vicarious moral 

licensing effects may depend on the perceived policy success. More specifically, not the mere 

presence of diversity policies, but rather the extent to which employees perceive an increase of 

minority participation due to diversity policies in their organization increased their moral self-

image (Chapter 3). This suggests that perceived policy success may moderate whether diversity 

policies provide individuals with a moral license. 

This is also in line with previous research showing that moral licensing effects are 

particularly likely when initial individual behavior is clearly moral (e.g., voluntarily engaging 

in pro-environmental behavior) rather than ambiguously moral (e.g., being paid for pro-

environmental behavior, Clot et al., 2013). This may also translate to policy-driven vicarious 

moral licensing effects. The mere presence of a diversity policy may only ambiguously indicate 

to employees that they work for a moral organization. Perceived policy success may reduce 

this ambiguity and therefore increase the likelihood that diversity policies impact the moral 

self-image of employees.  

This stands in contrast to the finding that the mere presence of a diversity policy 

convinced observers of the morality of organizations, which in turn reduced the perceived 

validity of a discrimination claim against the organization (Chapter 4). This indicates that the 

role of policy success may be different for actor-centric and observer-centric moral licensing 

effects. It seems that only diversity policies that are perceived as successful provide employees 

with a moral license, while they make observers grant organizations a moral license even if no 

clear evidence for their successfulness exists. Therefore, deepening our understanding of policy 

success is an interesting venue for future research. 
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5.4 IMPLICATIONS FOR THE LITERATURE ON HIRING DISCRIMINATION 

This dissertation also has important implications for the literature on hiring discrimination. 

Research assessing the occurrence of hiring discrimination mainly explained this problem in 

terms of in-group bias (e.g., Hertel & Kerr, 2001; Pager & Shepherd, 2008) or the stereotypical 

fit of candidates with a certain job (e.g., Dipboye, 1985; Greenhaus & Parasuraman, 1993). 

What these research streams have in common is that they focus on aspects of the recruiter, the 

candidate, and the job and their influence on particular hiring decisions that involve candidates 

from minority and majority candidates. However, a shortcoming in this literature is that aspects 

of the selection context are largely neglected. We advance this literature in three important 

ways. 

First, this dissertation highlights that research on hiring discrimination may benefit 

from assessing how discrimination evolves across a sequence of hiring decisions rather than 

isolated hiring decisions. We know from previous research on sequence effects in hiring that 

previous decisions and candidate evaluations can systematically influence subsequent 

decisions and candidate evaluations (e.g., Highhouse, & Gallo, 1997; Wexley, Yukl, Kovacks, 

& Sanders, 1972). Our research shows that similar sequence effects can also occur across two 

selection decisions involving minority and majority candidates and systematically explain 

positive and negative discrimination due to moral balancing effects (Chapter 2).  

Second, we show that research on hiring discrimination may benefit from assessing the 

systematic influence of recruiters` perceptions about their organization`s diversity policies on 

their hiring decisions. Recruiters who perceive that their organization has installed effective 

diversity policies may counterintuitively even engage in more rather than less hiring 

discrimination, particularly when it is ambiguous (Chapter 3).  

Third, we show that the psychological distance to a future candidate is another driver 

of hiring discrimination. Building on CLT (Trope & Liberman, 2010; Wiesenfeld, Reyt, 
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Brockner, & Trope, 2017), we show that when the spatial distance to a future candidate is low 

recruiters seem to prefer majority candidates, and when spatial distance is high they seem to 

prefer minority candidates (Chapter 2). While we focused on spatial distance (i.e., recruiting 

for the own versus another team), psychological distance may manifest itself in three other 

ways as well: via temporal distance (e.g., employing a candidate sooner vs. later), social 

distance (e.g., strong vs. weak relation with candidate) or hypothetical distance (e.g., position 

must definitely be occupied vs. may be occupied). CLT, therefore, provides a rich source to 

study the systematic effects of psychological distance on hiring discrimination.  

Fourth, we provide additional evidence for the finding that hiring discrimination is 

particularly likely in ambiguous hiring contexts (Derous et al., 2015). More specifically we 

show that hiring discrimination is particularly likely in the presence of a contextual justification 

that represents an alternative, non-discriminatory explanation for hiring preferences for 

majority over minority candidates (Chapter 3). This highlights that research on hiring 

discrimination may greatly benefit from focusing on hiring contexts in which discrimination is 

rather subtle than blatant.  

 

5.5 IMPLICATIONS FOR THE LITERATURE ON THE EFFECTIVENESS OF 

DIVERSITY POLICIES  

Even though diversity policies are intended to mitigate and prevent discrimination within 

organizations, this dissertation shows that they can counterintuitively even promote 

discrimination within organizations and disadvantage discrimination claimants. First, some 

diversity policies seem to be more successful than others at decreasing overt forms of 

discrimination as measured by the increase of minority members in the organization (Kalev, 

Kelly, & Dobbin, 2006; Verbeek, 2011). Yet, these findings can be misleading. Chapter 3 

indicates that particularly those policies that successfully prevent overt hiring discrimination 
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may counterintuitively even increase more subtle forms of hiring discrimination. Our research, 

therefore, indicates that future research on the effectiveness of diversity policies should not 

only focus on how these affect more overt forms of discrimination, but also more subtle forms 

of discrimination.  

Second, while it is commonly assumed that diversity policies increase the awareness 

about potential discrimination within organizations (Crandall & Eshleman, 2003; Kaiser et al., 

2013), our research further demonstrates that they can have the opposite effect on observers 

evaluating potential discrimination within organizations (Chapter 4). Importantly, we show that 

this is even the case when no information about the actual effectiveness of diversity policies 

are known to observers. This highlights that even when diversity policies are not more than 

window dressing strategies (Marques, 2010; Vassilopoulou, 2017), they can effectively reduce 

the risk of legal prosecution once facing a discrimination claim. Moreover, diversity policies 

may prevent discriminatory structures and behavior within organizations from being 

discovered which reduces the likelihood that corrective action will be taken. Diversity policies 

may therefore even sustain rather than diminish discrimination within organizations.  

5.6 LIMITATIONS AND AVENUES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH  

As any study also this dissertation is not without limitations. While many of them have 

been discussed in Chapters 2, 3 and 4, we summarize some overarching shortcomings that may 

shed light on avenues for future research.  

5.6.1 Methodological limitations 

A first limitation of this dissertation is that we mainly relied on experiments to test our 

predictions, the vignette methodology in particular. In all chapters of this dissertation, we 

argued that an advantage of experimental designs is the ability to manipulate the independent 

variable, to control for confounding variables, and to make causal claims (Antonakis, 

Bendahan, Jacquart, & Lalive, 2010). While this is an advantage, it comes with disadvantages 
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as well. Because of the controlled and hypothetical nature of experimental studies and the 

related uncertainty of whether the vignettes allowed participants to project themselves in 

certain situations, one could easily question whether our findings would translate to real-life 

settings (Hughes & Huby, 2004). In Chapter 3, we aimed to counteract this limitation by 

conducting a field study (i.e., Study 3). Future research should investigate moral balancing 

across selection procedures in real-life environments to test the generalizability of our findings. 

One methodological option could be an experience sampling method (Csikszentmihalyi & 

Larson, 1987; Hofmann, Wisneski, Brandt, Skitka, & Vohs, 2014). For instance, future 

research may ask recruiters to provide information about their selection decisions more times 

during the day and on several consecutive days. 

A related limitation is the composition of the samples in some of the studies. In Chapter 

2 and in Chapter 3 we focused on moral balancing effects in the domain of hiring 

discrimination. Yet, our samples did not only consist of recruiters. For instance, in Chapter 2 

only 36.2 % of the participants had professional experience with recruitment and employment 

decisions. While we counterbalanced this in Chapter 3 with a study with HR professionals 

(Study 2), we did not have a complementary study in Chapter 2. This is also a limitation of the 

studies in Chapter 4. We focused on observer evaluations of a gender discrimination claim filed 

by a woman and relied on participants without any legal training in anti-discrimination law. As 

such, one might wonder if participants in our studies could realistically interpret the provided 

scenarios which could further intensify the limitations inherent to vignette studies. Rerunning 

the studies with recruiters (Chapter 2 and 3) or with legal judges (Chapter 4) could be a fruitful 

avenue for future research to improve the generalizability of our research findings to 

recruitment and legal contexts.  
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5.6.2 Theoretical limitations 

The hypothetical nature of our studies is also a limitation from a theoretical perspective. 

Research by Gneezy and colleagues (2012) shows that as soon as initial behavior is costly for 

the individual moral consistency effects are more likely. More specifically, they found that 

participants who donated part of their compensation were subsequently less likely to lie 

compared to those participants whose donation was paid by the experimenter on top of their 

compensation. The authors argue that personally costly behavior makes individuals reflect on 

their values which then motivates subsequent moral actions in line with these values. This may 

be particularly problematic in Chapter 2, because in our study the hiring decisions have no 

personal costs for the participants, while they might have for actual recruiters in real selection 

decisions (e.g., suppression of prejudices, Crandall & Eshleman, 2003). As such in real-life 

settings, recruiting a minority candidate may more strongly indicate that the recruiter has anti-

discrimination values which may then lead to a subsequent decision for a minority candidate. 

These arguments may have less important consequences for Chapter 3. Because working for 

an organization with a diversity policy seems to have no direct personal costs for employees, 

the hypothetical nature of the studies seems to be less problematic. Yet, diversity policies may 

under some circumstances have personal costs for the employee. For instance, employees being 

involved in the development and implementation of diversity policies invest resources such as 

time and energy. Following the arguments of Gneezy and colleagues (2012), for these 

employees, diversity policies may then be less likely to drive moral licensing effects compared 

to uninvolved employees. Future research could test if our findings change depending on the 

degree to which recruiters allocate personal resources to diversity policies. 

 Another limitation of this dissertation is that we focused on within-domain moral 

licensing effects. In all chapters of this dissertation, the source of moral balancing effects and 

the target behavior were situated in the same domain. This is in line with previous research 
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investigating moral balancing effects in the domain of discrimination (e.g, Kaiser et al., 2013; 

Kouchaki, 2011; Krumm & Corning, 2010; Merritt et al., 2012; Monin & Miller, 2001). 

However, moral licensing effects, as well as moral cleansing effects, also occur across domains 

(e.g., Khan & Dhar, 2006; Stone, Wiegand, Cooper, & Aronson, 1997). An interesting question 

is therefore whether our findings also hold when the source of moral balancing and the target 

behavior are in different domains. For instance, in Chapter 2, it could be an interesting question 

whether also other moral or immoral behaviors unrelated to discrimination (e.g., engaging in 

organizational citizenship behavior vs. engaging in counterproductive workplace behavior) can 

lead to positive and negative discrimination due to moral balancing effects. This idea could 

even be narrowed down further. In Chapter 2 initial behavior and target behavior were both 

related to racial discrimination (choosing a White vs. an Arab candidate). It could also be 

interesting to assess if the effect also holds when initial and target behavior relate to different 

sources of discrimination. For instance, future research could assess if also a previous choice 

for a disabled person subsequently increases the likelihood that a White person is preferred 

over an equally qualified Arab candidate. An assessment of across-domain moral licensing 

effects could also further the understanding of policy-driven vicarious and observer moral 

licensing effects. For example, policies that are not intended to ban discrimination but other 

immoral behaviors (e.g., policies in oftended to ban corruption) may also impact how moral 

employees perceive themselves or how moral an organization is perceived by neutral observers. 

Yet, will such policies then also license recruiters to engage in discrimination, or make 

observers react less sensitive to discrimination claims against organizations? Studying the 

occurrence of across-domain moral licensing effects may therefore answer the question 

whether our findings are domain specific or also hold across domains.  

Similarly, this dissertation focuses on observer moral licensing effects when the source 

of the moral license (i.e., diversity policy), as well as of the moral transgression (i.e., 
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organization discriminates against minorities), are ascribed to the same actor. However, it 

remains questionable whether such effects would also occur when the source of the moral 

license and the moral transgression are ascribed to different actors. For instance, it is an 

interesting question of whether observers would also discount the validity of discrimination 

claims against individual employees when these work for organizations with diversity policies 

(see Chapter 3). It is, therefore, a potential avenue for future research to assess if also vicarious 

moral licensing effects are mirrored from an observer perspective.  

 A strength of this dissertation is that we show that variations of peoples` moral self-

image are a likely explanation of policy-driven moral licensing effects (Chapter 3). While this 

provides further evidence for the idea that moral licensing effects in the domain of 

discrimination are driven by an increased moral self-image of people (e.g., Kouchaki, 2011; 

Monin & Miller, 2001), this dissertation did not test if also moral cleansing effects in this 

domain are driven by moral self-image variations (Chapter 2), which represents an important 

venue for future research. 

 A related limitation concerns the assessment of the moral self-image variation as the 

underlying mechanism. We relied on a recently validated scale, which assesses whether people 

feel more, less or evenly moral than the ideal moral person they want to be at the time of the 

assessment (Cornelissen et al., 2013; Jordan, Leliveld, & Tenbrunsel, 2015). We found that 

people who imagined working for a recruitment agency with a successful diversity policy 

compared to people who did not receive this information indicated a higher moral self-image 

and that differences of the moral self-image between people explained increased hiring 

preferences for majority over minority candidates in an ambiguous context (Chapter 2). 

However, we did not demonstrate that actual changes in the moral self-image compared to a 

baseline explained these effects, which is a core prediction of moral balancing theory (Jordan 

et al., 2015; Monin & Jordan, 2010; Sachdeva et al., 2009). The extent to which the moral self-



General Discussion 
 

165 
 

image changes from one moment to another may have important implications for moral 

balancing effects. Large versus small increases (drops) of the moral self-image compared to 

the baseline may more strongly make people relax (intensify) their subsequent moral strivings. 

For instance, the more the moral self-image of recruiters increases compared to a baseline, the 

more they may express a hiring preference for majority over minority candidates in ambiguous 

contexts (compare Chapter 3). Future research may, therefore, benefit from investigating the 

role of actual changes of the moral self-image within people, for instance by assessing the 

moral self-image before and after the experimental manipulation of moral deeds.  

 Finally, in this dissertation, we mainly focused on the moral licensing side of the moral 

balancing paradigm. While we provide evidence for a moral cleansing pattern in Chapter 2, we 

did not address such effects in Chapter 3 and Chapter 4. this may be a fruitful avenue for future 

research. For instance, in light of Chapter 3, imagine that a recruiter learns in the newspaper 

that his organization lost a legal discrimination claim. Following the idea of vicarious moral 

cleansing (Newman & Brucks, 2017), this may reduce the moral self-image of the recruiter and 

therefore motivate subsequent recruitment decisions in favor of minorities. Thus, signals that 

communicate to recruiters that their organization is in fact biased against minorities may result 

in corrective action due to vicarious moral cleansing effects.  

The idea of moral cleansing may also be interesting in light of Chapter 4. While we 

predict that the presence of organizational diversity policies can prevent reputational damages 

and cushion the legal prosecutions against organizations once the organization is hit with a 

discrimination claim, it would be interesting to assess if also moral cleansing efforts of 

organizations are successful in the eye of the observer. Organizations frequently implement 

diversity policies in the aftermath of discrimination litigation to counteract reputational 

damages (James & Wooten, 2006). Yet, little is known if such organizational impression 
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management strategies actually pay off in the eye of the observer, which represents another 

interesting venue for future research.  

 

5.7 PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 

Finally, across the findings in this dissertation, we see important implications for 

practice. We will first discuss practical implications for practitioners within organizations 

aiming at preventing hiring discrimination. We then turn our attention to practical implications 

for derived from our findings of policy-driven vicarious and observer moral licensing effects. 

5.7.1 The prevention of hiring discrimination within organizations 

Previous research mainly focused on in-group preferences of recruiters (e.g., Hertel & 

Kerr, 2001; Pager & Shepherd, 2008) or their search for a stereotypical fit between the 

candidate and the job (e.g., Dipboye, 1985; Greenhaus & Parasuraman, 1993). As a result, 

organizations are often encouraged to screen recruiters` prejudiced attitudes to assess their 

propensity to discriminate (e.g., Derous et al., 2015). Yet, we should take a broader perspective 

beyond stereotypes and preferences of recruiters when suggesting solutions and designing 

interventions. This dissertation evidences that also several specific aspects of the selection 

context can systematically promote discriminatory decision making in hiring. More 

specifically, we show that the outcomes of previous hiring decisions, the perceived 

psychological distance to a candidate, the presence of successful diversity policies and the 

contextual ambiguity can systematically promote hiring discrimination (Chapter 2 and 3).  

An interesting practical question concerns what organizations can do about such biases. 

A first seemingly obvious suggestion for organizations is to create awareness of such biases 

among recruiters, for instance by openly discussing such biases in diversity training. Diversity 

training has been shown to effectively mitigate biases resulting from stereotypes (e.g., Kulik, 

Roberson, & Perry, 2007). Therefore, one might assume that broadening such training by 
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addressing biases driven by the selection context as revealed in this dissertation may lead to 

similar effects. However, we want to stress that diversity training is also one form of 

organizational diversity policies (Kalev et al., 2006) and may therefore potentially license 

individuals to engage in more subtle forms of discrimination (compare Chapter 3).  

We suggest that solutions to hiring discrimination may rather be found in the way that 

selection procedures are structured to limit the potential influence of biases driven by the 

selection context. One way to do so is to implement anonymous application procedures (e.g., 

Aslund & Nordström Skans, 2012). In such procedures key identifying data of the candidate 

(e.g., age, gender, ethnicity, country of origin, picture) are hidden in the initial recruiting 

process which has been shown to increase the likelihood that minority candidates will be 

invited to the interview stage (Krause, Rinne, & Zimmermann, 2012 for an overview). If the 

category membership of candidates is not known to the recruiter then also hiring biases due to 

contextual aspects should not occur. For instance, if recruiters had not known the ethnicity-

identifying names of the candidates moral balancing patterns should not occur (Chapter 2). 

Similarly, the absence of category identifying information may take away the basis for 

discriminatory hiring preferences induced by the psychological distance to a candidate 

(Chapter 2), the presence of diversity policies and contextual ambiguity (Chapter 3).  

However, the recruitment process is just the first step in the employment procedure. 

After successfully passing this step, candidates will usually be invited to the interview stage in 

which key identifying data of the candidates may become prevalent, for instance, due to face-

to-face interaction (e.g., Huffcutt & Youngcourt, 2007). Thus, even if organizations rely on 

anonymous application procedures, the biases found in this dissertation may then occur in the 

interview stage. A potential solution for this problem is the implementation of structured 

employment interviews (Levashina, Hartwell, Morgeson, & Campion, 2014 for a review). 

Structured employment interviews limit the discretion that an interviewer is allowed in 



Chapter 5 

168 
 

conducting the interview by standardizing the content of the job interview as well as the 

evaluation of the job interview (Campion, Palmer, & Campion, 1997). For instance, the 

interview content can be structured by basing the questions on a thorough job analysis, asking 

each candidate the same questions in the same order, and limit prompting. The interview 

evaluation can be standardized by relying on clearly defined anchor scales, comparing the 

evaluation of multiple interviews, and by relying on the same interviewer(s) for all job 

applicants (Levashina et al., 2014). Structured employment interviews have many advantages. 

They are more reliable and valid compared to unstructured interviews (e.g., Conway, Jako, & 

Goodman, 1995) and provide incremental validity over personality tests and cognitive ability 

tests (e.g., Berry, Sackett, & Landers, 2007).  

More importantly, structured employment interviews also allow overcoming biases in 

the interview stage. In unstructured interviews, interviewers have more discretion in what they 

ask and how they evaluate responses (Dipboye, Wooten, & Halverson, 2004) and they may, 

therefore, increase the (unconscious) influence of nonjob-related information (Levashina et al., 

2014), for instance, aspects of the selection context. Structured employment interviews strictly 

link the decision process to job-related aspects only and should limit the influences of non-job 

related aspects. For instance, studies reveal that structured employment interviews reduce the 

impact of applicants category membership (e.g., Bragger, Kutcher, Morgan, & Firth, 2002; 

Kutcher & Bragger, 2004). Similarly, structured employment interviews may then also limit 

the extent to which interviewers are influenced by previous hiring decisions (Chapter 2), the 

psychological distance to a candidate (Chapter 2) and the ambiguity of the selection context 

(Chapter 3). In sum, we argue that organizations may limit biases driven by the selection 

context and by preferences and stereotypes of recruiters by combining anonymous application 

procedures and structured employment interviews. 
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5.7.2 Practical implications of adverse effects of diversity policies  

Many organizations implement diversity policies as a means to reduce hiring 

discrimination and to increase the diversity of their workforce. However, this dissertation 

shows that diversity policies can be a double-edged sword. While they seem to be effective at 

reducing overt forms of hiring discrimination, they may counterintuitively increase more subtle 

forms of hiring discrimination due to moral licensing effects (Chapter 2). A first practical 

implication is that organizations must be cautious when addressing the successfulness of 

diversity policies. This is important, because this dissertation evidences that highlighting or 

addressing the successfulness of diversity policies can increase the moral self-image of 

employees and therefore license them to engage in more subtle forms of discrimination.  

Feedback on policy success is important to direct the attention and motivation of 

employees, in particular managers, to the diversity goals of the organizations and also to 

evaluate them on their performance in light of these goals. An interesting question is how 

organizations can still provide feedback about policy success to employees, while at the same 

time preventing moral licensing effects. A suggestion of how this could be achieved comes 

from previous research on how the perception of goal progress can promote and prevent moral 

licensing effects. Actions towards reaching a goal can either be construed as evidence for 

commitment or for progress towards this goal with important implications for subsequent 

behavior (Fishbach, Zhang, & Koo, 2009; Susewind & Hoelzl, 2014). If people interpret their 

moral action as progress towards the goal of being moral, they may feel less motivated to 

engage in behavior towards the same goal and even engage in actions that conflict with the 

goal resulting in moral licensing. If people interpret initial behavior as commitment towards 

the goal of being a moral person, they may feel obliged to put additional effort into reaching 

this goal resulting in moral consistency patterns (Susewind & Hoelzl, 2014). Whether people 

interpret their actions towards moral goals as either commitment or progress can be primed 
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(Fishbach & Dhar, 2005; Susewind & Hoelzl, 2014). For instance, when participants were 

asked to interpret their previous moral behavior in terms of how indicative it was of their 

commitment compared to how much it was indicative of progress towards own moral goals, 

people were more likely to show moral consistency pattern rather than moral licensing patterns 

(Susewind & Hoelzl, 2014). Organizations can potentially rely on this insight when 

communicating policy success to employees. More specifically, highlighting that policy-

success is an indicator of the organizational commitment to anti-discrimination and diversity 

rather than an indicator of progress towards the goal of preventing discrimination and 

increasing the diversity of the workforce may prevent moral licensing effects. However, it is 

important to note that this idea has not been tested empirically yet which also represents an 

interesting avenue for future research.  

Another important implication is that organizations may have a false perception of the 

extent to which diversity policies indeed prevent hiring discrimination. A common metric to 

assess the success of diversity policies is the extent to which they increase the representation 

of minorities within organizations (e.g., Kulik & Roberson, 2008). If decision-makers within 

organizations solely rely on this metric, the actual successfulness of diversity policies may be 

overestimated. They neglect that particularly more subtle forms of hiring discrimination may 

be problematic in organizations with seemingly successful diversity policies. A full 

understanding of diversity policy success requires not only paying attention to the actual 

increase of minority hires within the organization but also capturing more subtle forms of hiring 

discrimination. However, this is easier said than done. Some scales exist that allow for 

assessing minority employee`s perceptions of subtle discrimination within the workplace (e.g, 

Deitch, Barsky, Butz, Brief, & Bradley, 2003). While relying on such scales may already 

improve the understanding of policy success in light of subtle discrimination of actual 

employees, they are not tailored to test subtle discrimination of potential future employees in 
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the recruitment phase. Organizations may overcome this limitation by simply adjusting these 

scales and ask job applicants to rate the recruitment process. However, subtle hiring 

discrimination may still go unnoticed, particularly when no interaction between candidate and 

recruiter occurs (e.g., in the CV-screening stage). Therefore, we want to motivate future 

research to develop tools for organizations that allow for an assessment of subtle discrimination 

in hiring procedures.  

Diversity policies have another important downside for victims of discrimination that 

want to speak up to rectify their unfair experiences, for instance by filing a legal discrimination 

claim against the organization. Our research indicates that, due to observer moral licensing 

effects (chapter 4), this may be particularly difficult when claiming discrimination within 

organizations that have installed diversity policies.  

This finding is particularly important for legal decision making. It is the role of judges 

to enforce individual rights and to bring justice to victims of discrimination within 

organizations. On a broader scale, legal decision making of discrimination claims is an 

important driver of social change towards creating workplaces that do not discriminate against 

minorities (Edelman, Krieger, Eliason, Albiston, & Mellema, 2011). Yet, our research indicates 

that organizational diversity policies can be an obstacle to reaching this goal. Even if diversity 

policies are not effective or merely a window dressing strategy, organizations may be rewarded 

in a sense that they make neutral observers discount the validity of discrimination claims and 

therefore attenuate the risk of legal prosecution. This represents a potential explanation for the 

finding that discrimination claims are particularly unsuccessful at court when organizations 

have installed diversity policies (Edelman et al., 2011). As such, organizations aware of these 

effects may even be incentivized to implement diversity policies for merely symbolic reasons 

which then further hinders social reform through law.  
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In line with previous research (Brady et al., 2015; Kaiser et al., 2013), we believe that 

increasing legal decision-makers` awareness of such effects could potentially reduce the harm 

of diversity policies. For instance, lawyers of discrimination claimants aware of such effects 

may be more likely to challenge the extent to which information about organizational diversity 

policies indeed indicates that discrimination is not a problem within the accused organizations. 

Moreover, judges may become more able to distinguish between diversity policies that actually 

limit discrimination within organizations from those that do not.  
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