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Abstract 

Previous research into accounts—the statements that people make to explain 

undesirable behavior—has looked at either the target’s reactions to accounts or the 

transgressors’ account strategies, but has not looked at these together.  In four studies, 

participants were assigned to the role of a transgressor (the person providing a post-

transgression account) or a target.  Transgressors' use of accounts—excuses, 

justifications, and exceptions—and their post account expectations for how they and the 

target would react was measured. These transgressor ratings were then compared to the 

account preferences and reactions (evaluative and punitive) of the targets who actually 

read the accounts.  Targets whose account preferences were matched were expected to 

react more positively and to inflict lesser penalties on transgressors than those whose 

preferences were not matched. Results showed that transgressors were fairly inaccurate in 

their estimations of target reactions, and did not tend to match the account preferences of 

their targets. However, some evidence emerged to suggest that targets did generally react 

positively when their account preferences were matched. Furthermore, the domain of the 

transgression (whether it was a moral, environmental, religious, or interpersonal 

transgression) affected the strength and direction of these effects. 
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1. Introduction  

“You can’t talk your way out of problems you behave yourself into.” 

Stephen R. Covey (1989, p. 186) 

Although Stephen Covey’s statement may be pithy, in fact, people often do try to 

talk their way out of the consequences of their bad behaviors.  Short of turning back time, 

people cannot undo past negative acts directly.  Instead, they often try to rewrite history 

in a more flattering light.  People’s efforts to rehabilitate their image after performing 

undesirable behaviors function by reconstruing the situation in a way that reorients the 

target toward a more benign perception of the transgression and the transgressor.  The 

strategy for remediation could involve complete denial of the transgression, acceptance of 

limited blame coupled with attempts to downgrade the apparent severity of the 

transgression, or full acceptance of blame with the promise to make up for the 

transgression.  In all cases in which they use remedial tactics, people hope to reduce, if 

not avoid, the negative consequences that might otherwise result from their misdeeds. 

1.1 Accounts 

The term, accounts, refers to the statements that people make to explain 

undesirable behavior (Scott & Lyman, 1968).  Although accounts usually involve some 

degree of acceptance of responsibility, they focus attention on the reasons that the 

transgressor should not be regarded negatively or punished.  Thus, accounts differ from 

both denials, in which all responsibility or negative consequences is refuted, and from 
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apologies, in which blame is accepted and some sort of action is taken to compensate for 

the negative consequences (Benoit, 1995; Schlenker, 1980; Schönbach, 1980).  Accounts 

are essentially explanations for one’s actions that are conveyed to other people.  Most 

theories of accounts have identified two major subcategories—excuses and justifications 

(Alicke, 2000; Austin, 1956; Schlenker, 1980; Schönbach, 1980; Scott & Lyman, 1968; 

Shaver, 1985). 

1.2 Justifications 

When people use justifications, they accept responsibility for a behavior or 

outcome but minimize, if not deny, the event’s negative consequences (Austin, 1956).  

Minimizing the undesirability of one’s actions can be accomplished using justification 

through minimization, justification through comparison, or justification through higher 

values (Schlenker, 1980).   

Justification through minimization involves directly downplaying the 

undesirability of the event.  People may downplay the undesirability of their behavior by 

either minimizing harm or minimizing importance.  Thus, people may argue that their 

own excessive electricity use is only a drop in the bucket of worldwide energy use and, 

thus, has no appreciable effect on the world as a whole (minimization of harm), or they 

may say that the victim or object of an undesired behavior is not important as when a 

man who crashed his car might tell his wife that it was a piece of junk anyway 

(minimization of importance).   
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The second major type of justification, justification through comparison, involves 

claiming that one should not be held personally accountable because others do the same 

behavior, or worse, without punishment.  If others also act in the same way, people can 

claim to be following a social norm rather than violating strict rules of behavior.  As 

suggested by attribution theory, people are held less responsible for negative behaviors 

when others have (or would have) behaved in the same way (Kelley, 1967; Snyder, 

Higgins, & Stucky, 1983).  Thus, a teenager might argue that he should not be grounded 

for drinking alcohol because all of his friends drink too.  (Of course, the typical parental 

response to an adolescent’s justification through comparison is to ask whether the 

justification also applies to instances of jumping off a bridge.)  

In the third type of justification, justification through higher values, people claim 

that although their behavior had negative consequences, the action was taken in the 

pursuit of an important or higher-level goal.  A great number of goals or values can be 

used to justify otherwise undesirable behavior, including loyalties to important others, a 

desire for self-fulfillment, or the greater good of society.  For example, voters might 

explain that their lack of support for clean energy legislation is due to fear of the 

economic repercussions for their community.  They might also argue that the 

congressperson who introduced the legislation is affiliated with a rival political party.  Or 

they might admit that on Election Day they were attending to higher priorities such as 

their children's soccer game and, thus, did not vote.   
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In all cases, justifications are designed to reduce the perceived negativity of the 

transgression without denying responsibility for the action.  A second type of account, 

excuses, takes the opposite tactic. 

1.3 Excuses 

Excuses involve explanations in which people accept that a negative event 

occurred but minimize their responsibility for it (Austin, 1956).  This definition of 

excuses as a type of account differs from less precise definitions that conceptualize 

excuses as any type of explanation following a negative event (Snyder et al., 1983; 

Weiner, 1992).  Excuses fall into one of two major categories: the excuse of control and 

the excuse of intention (Schlenker, 1980; Shaver, 1985; Tedeschi & Reiss, 1981).   

The excuse of control is an explanation in which people say that they are not 

personally responsible for the consequences because they lacked the control to cause or 

to prevent the event.  They might claim a lack of control over themselves, over other 

people, or over the environment.  For example, an employee might tell her boss that she 

missed an important deadline because her colleagues failed to give her their parts of the 

project on time.  Likewise, a politician might claim that his sexual improprieties were 

caused by an addiction to prescription drugs, or that he couldn't help it if women kept 

throwing themselves at him.   

People use the excuse of intention to claim that, although they had control over 

their behavior, they did not intend to cause the negative consequences or did not have 
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sufficient knowledge to anticipate them.  For example, a student might admit that she 

directly copied quotations without citations but assert that she didn’t know that doing so 

is plagiarism and thus did not intend to cheat.    

Thus, justifications are used to minimize the perceived severity of consequences, 

and excuses are used to minimize personal responsibility.  Yet an important strategy is 

missing in the literature on accounts.  People often work to restore their image or pacify 

observers not by downplaying the severity of the event in question or minimizing their 

personal responsibility but rather by claiming that the undesired behavior does not 

accurately reflect their character or ability.  I refer to this form of account as an exception.  

1.4 Exceptions 

If one examines the etymology of the word "except," one finds that it is derived 

from "ex," meaning "out of" and "capere," meaning "to take."  Thus, when people except 

a failure or misdeed, they take it out of the realm of representative actions and traits.  

People may use exceptions to argue that the transgression is not representative of their 

usual behavior or that it is not a fair reflection of their overall character.  In either case, 

they accept responsibility for the action and concede that it resulted in negative 

consequences but maintain that it should not be regarded as a reflection of their true 

characteristics.  In essence, people using exceptions claim that the action does not 

represent “the real me.”  



 

6 

When using the first type of exceptions, exceptions from usual behavior, people 

argue that their undesirable behavior was an anomaly and that in similar instances they 

usually act in desirable ways.  To support an exception, people may provide evidence of 

past behavior or evidence of planned future behavior.  For example, a person who is 

caught smoking might claim that he successfully quit smoking overall except for the rare 

special occasion (of which the current situation is one).  Or someone could argue that 

although she doesn’t walk to work now to minimize the negative effects of driving, she 

plans to do so as soon as she moves to a neighborhood with sidewalks.  

The second type of exception, exceptions from usual self, consists of claims that 

although this event is evidence of bad behavior, it is not representative of the offender’s 

character or ability.  Thus, someone caught shoplifting might assert that her actions do 

not reflect a bad moral character by pointing to her conscientious personality, her 

volunteer work at a local homeless shelter, or even her general honesty.    

1.4.1 Exceptions and related social psychological phenomena 

Although exceptions have not been previously identified as a category of account, 

their use can be seen in several relevant constructs in social psychology.  For example, 

some writers have described how, in the face of failures or transgressions, people 

sometimes attempt to maintain beliefs that they are good in spite of their bad behavior 

rather than attempting to downplay the undesirable behavior itself (Holland, Meertens, & 

Van Vugt, 2002).  In line with self-affirmation theory, for instance, people try to re-

establish a globally positive self-evaluation after negative behaviors by reminding 
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themselves of their positive characteristics (Blanton, Cooper, Skurnik, & Aronson, 1997; 

Koole, Smeets, Van Knippenberg, & Dijksterhuis, 1999; Steele & Liu, 1981).   

Similar to self-affirmation is the concept of compensatory self-presentation, a 

process by which people make up for negative impressions by "presenting positive 

impressions on some other dimension, one that is not related to the negative information 

people have about us" (Leary, 1995, p. 131; see Baumeister & Jones, 1978).  Unlike self-

affirmation, which is largely aimed at the offender’s own self-evaluations, compensatory 

self-presentation is targeted at outside observers.  Compensatory self-presentation could 

involve conveying positive impressions to the same target in a different domain than the 

offending behavior or conveying positive impressions to different target in the same 

domain.  By use of compensatory self-presentations, people try to avoid the negative 

impressions and censure that might otherwise result from transgressions.  

Another construct related to exceptions is moral licensing.  Moral licensing occurs 

when people cash in the moral credentials they have built up through previous prosocial 

actions to cover subsequent moral transgressions (Monin & Jordan, 2008; Monin & 

Miller, 2001).  For example, someone who has diligently donated blood and has thus 

added to her coffer of goodness might then feel licensed to turn down a donation request 

from the Salvation Army.  In moral licensing, people use previous positive actions to 

buffer against the guilt that may arise from undesirable behavior (Mazar, Amir, & Ariely, 

2008; Mazar & Zhong, 2010).  Idiosyncrasy credits work in much the same way.  Here, 

deviant opinions or behaviors are more acceptable to other group members if the actor 
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has previously established him- or herself as conforming to group norms (Bray, Johnston, 

& Chilstrom, 1982; Hollander, 1964). 

In all of these phenomena, people work to maintain an image of themselves and 

their behavior that is generally positive despite evidence to the contrary.  By excepting 

this negative evidence from representative behaviors or character, people are able to 

preserve their desired image.  The full taxonomy of accounts is shown in Table 1. 
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Table 1: The taxonomy of accounts 

1.2 Preliminary Studies 

In addition to failing to consider the use of exceptions as an account strategy, the 

field lacks empirical research on how people choose the account(s) they use in any given 

situation.  Most research on accounts has focused on how targets (i.e., the people toward 

whom a transgressor’s accounts are directed) react to different accounts rather than how 

transgressors choose which accounts to use.  For example, a meta-analysis of research on 

explanations found that audience members are more forgiving when transgressors offer 

excuses than when they use justifications (Shaw, Wild, & Colquitt, 2003).  Thus, to be 

Account 
Definition 

Justification  
Accept responsibility for the behavior or outcome but deny or minimize the 
event’s negative consequences.  

  
Justification through 
minimization  Claim that the event was not as undesirable as it may seem. 

  

Justification through 
comparison  

Claim that person should not be held personally accountable because others are 
doing the same behavior or worse without punishment.   

  

Justification through 
higher values  

Claim that although the behavior did have negative consequences, it was done in 
the pursuit of a more important goal or standard.   

Excuse  Accept that a negative event occurred but minimize personal responsibility for it. 

  
Excuse of intention  

Claim that although the person had control over the behavior, the outcomes were 
unintentional. 

  
Excuse of control 

Claim that the person did not have the necessary control to cause or to prevent 
the event.   

Exception  
Argue that transgression is not a fair representation of the person's usual 
behavior or character.   

  

Exception from 
usual behavior  

Argue that undesirable behavior was an anomaly and that in similar instances the 
person usually acts in desirable ways 

Exception from 
usual self  

Argue that event is evidence of bad behavior, but not representative of person's 
character. 
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maximally effective,  transgressors should choose to give excuses more than  

justifications.  Yet, no previous research has examined how or why people choose 

account strategies or whether people use accounts effectively.  A series of preliminary 

studies set out to address these issues. 

The preliminary studies addressed two basic questions: First, in which contexts do 

people use excuses, justifications, and exceptions?  Second, what do people think the 

consequences will be of using particular accounts?  People could conceivably offer 

accounts that don't conform to other people’s preferences because they hold inaccurate 

lay theories of account effectiveness. 

Three studies examined these questions (Toner & Leary, under review).  In the 

first study, aspects of the transgression itself (i.e., severity and opportunity frequency—

the frequency with which the transgressor was in similar situations) were varied to see 

how people account for different transgressions.  In the second study, the target of the 

accounts was manipulated to see whether people account differently to different 

audiences (in this case, the victim of a transgression or a witness to it).  In the third study, 

the scenario was varied in terms of whether the account was requested by the target or 

given unsolicited.  

In all studies, participants read four scenarios in which they imagined themselves 

committing a hypothetical transgression.  The first scenario described destruction of 

someone else’s property (i.e., breaking a vase at a store), the second scenario described 

causing physical injury to someone (i.e., dropping a couch on them while moving), the 
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third scenario described a personal health violation (i.e., eating an unhealthy meal after 

pledging to eat a healthy diet), and the fourth scenario involved an environmental 

transgression (i.e., putting recyclables into a trash can).  For each study, the severity of 

the transgressions was experimentally manipulated such that some participants read about 

a severe transgression (e.g., breaking a vase that was an irreplaceable family heirloom) or 

a mild transgression (e.g., breaking a vase that was an unwanted eyesore).  People were 

hypothesized to find it hard to justify objectively severe transgressions, as justifications 

work by minimizing of the magnitude of negative consequences.  Therefore, participants 

were expected to use fewer justifications when accounting for severe than mild 

transgressions.   

After reading each scenario, participants were asked what they would say to the 

victim or witness of their transgression and provided a free-form response.  They were 

then given prototypical examples of an excuse, a justification, and an exception, and were 

asked to pick which of these three types of accounts was most similar to what they would 

say in that situation.  After providing their accounts, participants indicated how often they 

would change their behavior for the better in the future, how the other person would view 

them after their account, and how they would view themselves.  Although accounts serve 

to mitigate negative consequences, participants were expected to anticipate some 

lingering negative sentiment following their accounts, especially when dealing with 

severe transgressions.  This lingering negative sentiment was expected to prompt 

participants to avoid these consequences in the future by improving their behaviors.  



 

12 

1.2.1 Results 

These studies were run using both a college student sample (Study 1) and 

participants from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk: Studies 2 and 3), and both 

sampling pools yielded a similar pattern of effects.  First, as hypothesized, participants 

changed the nature of their accounts based on the severity of their transgression.  They 

were less likely to give a justification when the transgression had severe consequences 

than when consequences were mild (Study 2; in Study 1 this effect was marginal).  

However, the opportunity frequency of the transgression (how often the transgressor was 

in a similar situation in the past) did not affect the type of account that participants gave 

(Study 1). 

The identity of the target also affected the type of account given.  When 

accounting to someone who was personally affected by the consequences of a 

transgression, participants were more likely to give an excuse or an exception (Study 2).  

They were also more likely to offer an excuse to a witness who questioned their behavior 

than to one who remained silent (Study 3).   

Multilevel analyses of the data from these studies showed that the effects of 

severity persisted after participants wrote their accounts, indicating that participants 

anticipated that a verbal account alone would not be sufficient to remedy severe 

transgressions entirely.  As would be expected, people thought the account recipient 

would view them more negatively after severe than mild transgressions, even after 

providing an account (Studies 1-3).  They also expected that they would feel worse about 
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themselves after accounting for a severe than a mild transgression (Studies 1 and 2). 

Participants also anticipated that the other person would rate them more negatively when 

that person was the victim of the transgression (Study 2) or a witness who questioned 

their actions (Study 3) than an observer.  However, the expectation of negative 

evaluations following a severe transgression did not always translate into a greater 

intention to improve behaviors.  Yet, participants did report a greater likelihood of 

improving their behavior when they had accounted for their behavior to the victim of the 

transgression (Study 2) than to a witness.  However,  in Study 3, participants reported a 

greater likelihood of improving their behavior when speaking to a non-questioning 

witness than one who questioned their behavior, the opposite of what might be expected 

if participants were acting to repair their image for targets who might view them badly. 

Multilevel analyses also showed that participants’ intentions to change their 

behavior in the future were predicted by the type of accounts that they had given for the 

transgression.  Specifically, participants were less likely to indicate that they would 

improve their behavior if they had used a justification (Studies 1 and 3) or an exception 

(Studies 1-3) than an excuse to explain their transgressions.  Conversely, participants’ use 

of excuses positively predicted behavior improvement (Studies 2 and 3).   

1.2.2 Discussion 

This pattern suggests one possible reason that audiences prefer excuses to other 

forms of accounts in previous research (Shaw et al., 2003): excuses may imply an 

intention to improve one’s behavior in the future, whereas justifications and exceptions 
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may imply a lower likelihood of behavior change.  Whereas justifications and exceptions 

work by arguing that the event in question isn't that big of a problem—either because the 

consequences weren't as severe as they seem or because the transgressor is usually a good 

person—excuses work by saying that the person behaved badly only because he or she 

lacked control or intention.  In future situations, in which control (or knowledge) is 

available, the excuse-giving transgressor will presumably avoid behaving in similarly 

negative ways, whereas justifying and excepting transgressors may see no need to 

change.  Thus, targets who receive excuses may be mollified by the belief that the 

transgression won't be repeated.   

Other recent evidence on lying suggests a further explanation.  People in a lab 

experiment were told to roll a die to determine their participant payment, with higher 

numbers equaling higher payment.  When participants were given multiple rolls—thus 

providing counterfactuals about how the  outcome could have been different and a 

justification for why the true value of this particular roll doesn't matter—people were 

more likely to lie (Shalvi, Eldar, and Bereby-Meyer, 2012).  This finding suggests that 

people who have the opportunity to justify a bad behavior are more likely to actually act 

badly.  Thus, targets  may reasonably assume that a transgressor who offers a justification 

(as opposed to an excuse) may be mentally preparing herself for a future offence by 

coming up with reasons why the behavior is acceptable.  

The preliminary studies also showed that the type of accounts that participants 

had given for the transgression predicted their intentions to change their behavior in the 
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future.  The participants in these studies might have guessed that victims and questioning 

witnesses (who they thought would rate them more negatively) might need highly 

mollifying excuses, hence their decision to offer more excuses to these targets than 

others. 

These preliminary studies answered some initial questions about factors that may 

lead people to choose certain accounts rather than others, but they raise many more 

questions about the interplay between target preferences and account-givers’ strategies.  

The current dissertation research sought to address some of these questions through a 

series of four studies.  Each of these studies explored how well transgressors accurately 

gauge target’s preferences for different types of accounts and tailored their explanations 

to targets’ preferences.  In order to examine these questions, I compared transgressors’ 

beliefs and actions with the interpersonal consequences that followed accounts, as 

measured by targets’ reactions.  

In each of these studies, transgressors gave accounts to targets who they believed 

to be (or to not be) personally invested in the domain of the transgression and then those 

accounts were read by targets who varied in their beliefs about that domain.  Study 1 

examined how transgressors adjusted their accounts for moral transgressions to targets 

who they thought to be morally strict or flexible.  Targets of various levels of moral 

strictness then read and reacted to those accounts. Studies 2 and 3 extended this study of 

general moral transgressions to specific domains that only some people view as morally –

relevant: environmentalism (Study 2) and religion (Study 3).  Finally, Study 4 tested how 
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interpersonal closeness affects the use and reaction to relationship-relevant accounts by 

examining the account techniques of friends and strangers.  
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2. Study 1: Moral Flexibility 

The first study looked at how transgressors match their account strategies to the 

preferences of different types of people.  In particular, it examined how transgressors 

might use different account strategies when explaining their behavior to people who are 

morally strict than to people who are morally flexible.  

According to Forsyth (1980), people's ethical ideologies vary in terms of how 

much they subscribe to relativism in moral judgments.  Some people hold ethical 

ideologies that promote moral absolutes—they believe in changeless and inviolate moral 

values that should be followed in almost all situations.  In contrast, people who hold 

relativistic ideologies believe that the contexts of behaviors and the actor's idiosyncratic 

values must be considered when making moral judgments.  People who endorse relativist 

moral ideologies tend to feel better about themselves following a transgression than those 

with low-relativist beliefs, possibly because they use contextual information to reframe 

moral incidents in more positive ways (Forsyth, 1992; Forsyth & Berger, 1982; Forsyth 

& Nye, 1990).   

Presumably, laypeople have some understanding of moral relativism and can 

anticipate that other people vary in their endorsement of relativist ideologies.  Thus, I 

anticipated that people would try to adjust their accounts of moral transgressions to match 

the ethical ideology of their target.  Thus, they should be more likely to use justifications 

when talking to someone who would accept a relativist position than to one who is not a 

relativist because relativists are more likely to be persuaded that a behavior is not as bad 
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as it first appears.  When speaking to someone who is a moral absolutist, however, people 

may use excuses or exceptions because these accounts do not require the target to accept 

that the behavior in question was not actually bad.  

Furthermore, transgressors who personally endorse relativist moral philosophies 

should be more flexible in the variety of accounts that they use with different targets, 

whereas those low in relativism should stick more closely to account strategies that match 

their own moral values.  Specifically, I predicted that those low in moral relativism would 

rely primarily on excuses or exceptions.  To test these hypotheses, Study 2 measured both 

transgressors’ and targets' ethical ideologies and asked transgressors to account for a 

moral transgression to someone who was portrayed as either high or low in moral 

relativism.  Targets then read and reported on their reactions to these accounts.   

2.1 Hypotheses 

2.1.1 Hypothesis 1 

Transgressors who personally endorse high relativist moral values will use a 

variety of account types to suit their needs, whereas those endorsing low relativist beliefs 

will tend to rely on one form of account or another. 

2.1.2 Hypothesis 2 

Transgressors will use more justifications when accounting to moral relativists 

and more excuses and exceptions when speaking to moral absolutists. 
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2.1.3 Hypothesis 3 

Transgressor’s accounts will match their target’s preferred account strategies 

more closely when they are accounting to a target whose ethical ideology matches that of 

the target the transgressor is imagining.  Thus, when transgressors think that their target is 

a moral absolutist, the accounts that they provide will match the preferences of actual 

targets who are moral absolutists better than it will match the preferences of moral 

relativists.  

2.1.4 Hypothesis 4 

Transgressors who successfully match the preferences of their targets will make 

more favorable impressions on those targets—resulting in more positive evaluations and 

more lenient penalties—than transgressors who do not match target preferences.  

2.2 Methods 

2.2.1 Participants 

Participants were 140 men and 176 women aged 18-70 (M = 35.3, SD = 12.02) 

who were recruited using Amazon's Mechanical Turk (MTurk).  Samples obtained 

through MTurk are more demographically diverse than other internet and college 

samples, and data acquired from these samples is at least as reliable as more common 

sampling populations (Burhester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011).  In this study, 51.2% of 

participants had received a Bachelor’s Degree or Graduate Degree, and participants 
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reported a wide range of occupations, including engineers, CPAs, optometrists, 

administrative assistants, students, homemakers, and being unemployed. 

The first 158 participants were assigned to be transgressors.  The remaining 158 

were assigned to act as targets and were yoked with one of the transgressors.  Eighty-two 

transgressor-target pairs were randomly assigned to be in the moral relativist condition, 

while the rest (76 pairs) were assigned to the moral absolutist condition. 

2.2.2 Procedure  

Participants signed up for a study (called a “HIT”) on MTurk on “Interpersonal 

Decisions.”  They then followed a link to the questionnaire run through Qualtrics 

software.  All participants first answered demographic questions and completed measures 

of their ethical beliefs, moral stages, and moral self-worth.  

Participants then read the transgression scenario (described below).  Participants 

assigned the transgressor role imagined having committed a moral transgression and 

having that transgression witnessed by a neighbor.  For transgressors in the moral 

relativism target condition, the neighbor was described as being morally flexible. 

Transgressors in the moral absolutist target condition were told that the neighbor was 

morally strict.  Participants assigned to the target role condition read the same scenario, 

but from the point of view of the neighbor who witnessed the transgression. 

Participants in the transgressor role then wrote a list of statements of what they 

would say to the hypothetical neighbor who had witnessed the transgression.  Those in 

target condition, meanwhile, read the statements that had been written by the transgressor 
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with whom they were yoked.  All participants then completed the dependent measures 

before being compensated and debriefed. 

2.2.2 Materials 

A demographic questionnaire first asked participants about their age, sex, and 

education level (see Appendix A).  Participants then read and responded to two sections 

of the Defining Issues Test (DIT:  Rest, Narvaez, Thoma, & Bebeau,1999; Appendix A), 

specifically "The Doctor's Dilemma" and "The Escaped Prisoner."  The DIT is a measure 

of the stages of moral development based on Kohlberg's theory of moral development 

(Rest et al., 1999).  Participants also rated the degree to which they use their own 

morality to assess their self-worth using the Moral Self-Worth Scale (Crocker, Luhtanen, 

Cooper, & Bouvrette, 2003).  Moral self-worth and moral developmental stages were 

included  to explore the possibility that they moderate transgressors’ use of accounts for 

moral transgressions. 

2.2.2.1 Procedure for transgressors  

Transgressors then read a hypothetical scenario in which they imagined 

committing a moral transgression (see Appendix C).  In the scenario, participants were 

told to imagine that they had stopped in a small local sandwich shop to buy lunch.  The 

shop was described as selling overpriced food but being the only restaurant open nearby.  

Transgressors then read that the cashier accidentally gave them back an extra 

$5.00 in change.  They were told to imagine that they kept the money without telling the 
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cashier and walked out of the store with the extra change.  They were further told to 

imagine that they noticed that a neighbor of theirs in line had witnessed the transgression.  

The scenarios varied as to whether the target (e.g., the neighbor) was described as 

having a relativist ethical ideology or a non-relativist ideology.  In the non-relativist 

condition, participants read that their neighbor who witnessed the transgression is "very 

strict in his moral values and thinks that everyone should always follow moral rules."  In 

the relativist condition, participants read that the target was "very flexible in his moral 

values and thinks that people should base their moral decisions on the situations in which 

they find themselves."  

After reading the scenario, transgressors listed all of the statements that they 

would make to the hypothetical neighbor in that situation (see Appendix D).  (This 

procedure is similar to popular cognitive thought-listing techniques; Cacciopo & Petty, 

1980).  Transgressors were then shown an exemplar of each type of account (excuse, 

justification, and exception) and were asked how similar each account was to the 

statements that they had written (see Appendix D).  The similarity items were included to 

measure the transgressors' intent, as they were a self-report of the overall message of the 

coded statements.  Transgressors could presumably intend to give the impression that the 

transgression was not representative of them, for example, without having written 

anything that could be explicitly coded as an exception. 

They were then told to think about the hypothetical neighbor target and indicate 

(1) how much that target would think that the account that they had given was the best 
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explanation for that situation, (2) how much they thought the target would think that the 

account was appropriate, (3) how they would feel about themselves after giving the 

account, (4) how the target would feel about them after hearing the account, (5) how 

likely they would be to improve their behavior in the future,  how both they and the target 

would rate (6) their responsibility for the behavior, (7) severity of consequences, and (8) 

representativeness of the behavior, how the target would react in terms of (9) social 

disapproval, (10) legal ramifications, and (11) payment for damages, and (12) how likely 

they and the target would be to avoid each other in the future (Appendix D).  For 

questions about target reactions, transgressors were told that targets would answer the 

same questions and that they should guess how that target would respond to each.  

Finally, transgressors completed a manipulation check in which they indicated their 

hypothetical target’s level of moral flexibility (Appendix D). 

2.2.2.2 Procedure for targets  

Targets read the same hypothetical scenario as the transgressor but from the point 

of view of the person who observed the transgression (Appendix B).  They were asked to 

indicate the degree to which they would want the transgressor to use each type of account 

(excuses, justifications, or exceptions) in that situation (Appendix E).  Targets were then 

shown the statement list written by the transgressor and were asked to rate how similar 

each type of account was to the statements that the transgressor gave (Appendix E).   

Mirroring the transgressors’ responses, the targets were asked to indicate (1) how 

much the account given was the best explanation for that situation, (2) how appropriate  
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the account was, (3) how they think the transgressor would feel about him- or herself 

after giving the account, (4) how they would perceive the transgressor after hearing the 

account, (5) how likely the transgressor would be to improve his or her behavior in the 

future, how both they and the transgressor would rate the (6) transgressor’s responsibility 

for the behavior, (7) severity of consequences, and (8) representativeness of the behavior, 

and how much they would punish the transgressor in terms of (9) social disapproval, (10) 

legal ramifications, and (11) payment for damages, and (12) how likely both parties 

would be to avoid one another in the future (Appendix E).    

2.3 Results 

2.3.1 Manipulation check 

A manipulation check was administered  to ensure that transgressors in the moral 

relativist target condition thought that the target was higher in moral relativism than those 

in the moral absolutist target condition.  Results showed that this was the case, with those 

in the moral relativist target condition rating the target as more morally flexible (M = 

5.96, SD = 2.39) than those in the moral absolutist target condition (M = 3.14, SD = 

2.38), t(131) = 6.82, p < .001. 

2.3.2 Types of accounts 

Two coders counted the number of times that transgressors used each account 

strategy in their statement list.  Inter-rater reliability was initially quite good (Cohen’s 
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Kappa =.73), and discrepancies were discussed and agreed on by both raters until 

consensus was reached for all items.  

According to Hypothesis 1, transgressors high in relativism should use a greater 

variety of accounts than those in low in relativism.  This hypothesis was tested using a 

multiple regression analysis to analyze the effect of transgressors’ moral relativism scores 

on the number of coded account types that they used.  Contrary to Hypothesis 1, there 

was no significant difference in the number of account types used by transgressors as a 

function of moral relativism, F(1,156) = .13, p = .72, R2 = .001.  

2.3.2.1 Presence of accounts 

A set of three logistic regression analyses assessed effects of hypothetical target 

condition (moral absolutist versus moral relativist), transgressor’s moral relativism 

scores, and the interaction between them on the presence (versus absence) of each type of 

account.  No significant effects of relativism (assigned or dispositional) were obtained on 

excuses or exceptions.  However, there was a main effect of hypothetical target condition 

on justifications.  Transgressors who thought their target was morally strict were about 

half as likely to give a justification as to not give one, as compared to those in the moral 

relativist condition, B = -.67, Wald χ2(1) = 4.11 , p < .05, Pseudo R2 = .04, Odds Ratio = 

.51, 95% CI[.27, .98].  This finding supported the pattern expected from Hypothesis 2, in 

that people were more likely to use justifications when speaking to targets who they 

thought were moral relativists.  
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These logistic regression analyses were also conducted with moral development 

stage and moral self-worth included as moderators.  Transgressors who were low in 

moral development were thought to be more likely to use certain accounts when they felt 

that they can get away with them (rather than being guided by overall moral principles). 

Thus transgressors who were lower stages of moral development were expected to vary 

their accounts as a function of target relativism condition and the moral relativism of the 

transgressor.  However, no such moderation occurred.   

Similarly, moral self-worth—the degree to which people include morality in their 

evaluation of their own worth—was thought to moderate the effect of moral relativism on 

accounts.  People were expected to use the least justifications when they were moral 

absolutists (or thought they were talking to one) and when morality was particularly 

important to their self-worth, but again this moderation was not found. 

2.3.2.2 Similarity to prototypical accounts 

A second set of regression analyses tested transgressors’ ratings of how close their 

responses were  to each type of account as a function of hypothetical target condition and 

transgressor’s relativism scores.  These similarity measures were designed to get at the 

overall account message that the transgressors intended to send to the targets, regardless 

of whether those accounts actually appeared in the coded statements.  As hypothesized, 

transgressors indicated that their statements were closer to an excuse when they thought 

that their target was morally strict than when they thought he or she was morally flexible, 

b = .19, t(154) = 2.47, p < .05, R2 Change = .03.  Surprisingly, people also indicated that 
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their responses were more like excuses when they were personally higher in moral 

relativism, b = .32, t(154) = 3.16, p < .01, R2 Change = .10.  As hypothesized, 

transgressors who were high in moral relativism reported that their statements were more 

similar to justifications, b = .22, t(154) = 2.09, p = .04, R2 Change = .04.  There was no 

effect of hypothetical target condition on the similarity ratings to justifications, and no 

effects of either hypothetical target condition or transgressor relativism on exception 

ratings.  Again, these models were tested with moral developmental stage and moral self-

worth as moderators, but neither variable moderated the effects.  

These results somewhat supported Hypothesis 2, in that transgressors in the moral 

relativist target condition were more likely to use justifications and marginally more 

likely to think their responses were similar to justifications compared to people in the 

moral absolutist target condition.  Hypothesis 2 also stated that participants in the moral 

relativist target condition would be less likely to use exceptions and excuses, and less 

likely to rate their statements as similar to those forms of accounts, as compared to people 

in the moral absolutist condition.  This prediction was partially supported, in that 

participants in the moral relativist target condition were less likely to say that their 

responses were like excuses than those in the moral absolutist condition. 

2.3.3 Transgressor reactions 

Transgressors’ expectations for how they would feel and act following their 

account were tested as a function of their own ethical ideologies and the type(s) of 

accounts given.   
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2.3.3.1 Evaluations of account-relevant elements of transgression  

First, transgressor ratings of the responsibility, severity, and representativeness of 

the transgression were tested in a MANOVA as a function of excuse (present, absent), 

justification (present, absent), and exception (present, absent).  Each outcome measure 

(responsibility, severity, and representativeness) was expected to be predicted by the 

presence of related accounts.  However, this was not the case: none of the three accounts 

types was related to any of the dependent measures.  

2.3.3.2 Post-transgression self-ratings 

In separate regression analyses, I examined how transgressor's personal moral 

relativism and the presence of each type of account predicted transgressors’ anticipated 

feelings toward themselves, their likelihood of behavior improvement, and their 

likelihood of avoiding the target in the future.  In line with past research, I hypothesized 

that transgressors who were high in personal relativism would rate themselves more 

positively than those low in personal relativism following a transgression (Forsyth, 1992; 

Forsyth & Berger, 1982; Forsyth & Nye, 1990).  In line with the preliminary studies, 

behavior change ratings were expected to be predicted by the use of excuses.  

 For self-ratings, a significant interaction of personal relativism and the use of 

exceptions emerged, b = -.82, t(150) = -2.23, p < .05, R2 Change = .03.  Tests of simple 

slopes revealed a significant effect of exceptions for participants low in relativism, such 

that those who offered an exception thought they would feel better about themselves than 

those who hadn’t,  b = 1.77, t(150) = 2.19, p < .05 (see Figure 1).  Thus, the act of 
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offering an exception may override the negative feeling about oneself that may otherwise 

arise when a moral absolutist commits a moral transgression.  The hypothesized main 

effect, in which moral relativists were expected to feel better following a transgression, 

was not significant.  

 
Figure 1: Study 1. Transgressor self-ratings by exception use and personal 

relativism. 

Anticipated behavior improvement was predicted by the interaction between the 

use of excuses and personal relativism, b = -.52, t(150) = -1.95, p = .05, R2 Change = .03, 

but examination of simple slopes revealed no significant effects (see Figure 2).  In 

general, transgressors who were low in relativism (and were thus morally strict) and who 

had given an excuse indicated the greatest likelihood of improving their behavior.  This 

suggests that the behavior improvements found in the preliminary studies following 
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excuses might have been particularly strong for people low in personal moral relativism. 

No significant effects emerged for transgressors’ plans to avoid the targets. 

 
 
 

2.3.4 Transgressor estimates of target reactions 

Three MANOVAs tested the effects of hypothetical target condition (moral 

absolutist versus moral relativist) and the presence (or absence) of each account type on 

how the transgressors expected that the targets would (1) view them generally and in 

terms of specific traits, (2) rate the event and account, and (3) inflict penalties on the 

them.  No interactions were predicted, so only main effects were included in the models. 

2.3.4.1 Estimates of targets' trait evaluations 

The first MANOVA, testing the effects of hypothetical target relativism condition 

and accounts on targets’ ratings of transgressors’ traits, revealed a multivariate main 
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effect of hypothetical target relativism condition, mF(11,118) = 2.12, p < .05.  Several 

univariate main effects emerged for hypothetical target condition, in each case showing 

that transgressors expected morally strict targets to rate them more harshly than morally 

flexible targets (see Table 2).  

Table 2: Study 1. Means and univariate tests of transgressor estimates of target 
reactions by condition 

 Target Condition   

Outcome Variable Relativist Absolutist F η2 

Bad 7.75(.45) 8.78(.41) 5.04* .04 

Cold 7.63(.44) 8.81(.40) 6.85** .05 

Incompetent 6.06(.43) 7.41(.39) 9.57** .07 

Careless 7.41(.45) 8.52(.41) 5.85* .04 

Unintelligent 6.23(.43) 7.69(.39) 11.30*** .08 

Thoughtless 8.36(.46) 9.41(.42) 5.04* .04 

Good explanation 4.78(.41) 3.90(.37) 4.57* .03 

Responsible 6.12(.38) 7.09(.34) 6.49** .04 

Severity 3.86(.38) 5.23(.34) 12.70*** .09 

Represent Person 4.85(.35) 5.76(.32) 6.51** .04 

Pay 5.52(.41) 7.31(.37) 18.51*** .12 

Tell Authorities 3.42(.41) 5.42(.37) 23.59*** .14 

Avoid transgressor 5.10(.35) 5.92(.34 4.65* .03 

Note:     *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001.  
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2.3.4.2 Estimates of targets' transgression evaluations 

The second MANOVA looked at the effects of hypothetical target relativism 

condition and account use on ratings of the quality and appropriateness of the 

explanation, the transgressor’s responsibility for the event, the severity and 

representativeness of the event, and the likelihood of behavior improvement.  A 

multivariate main effect of hypothetical target condition emerged again, mF(8,121) = 

2.54, p < .05, with univariate tests revealing that transgressors accounting to morally 

flexible targets expected them to rate the event more positively than did those who gave 

accounts to moral absolutist targets (see Table 2).   

Multivariate main effects also emerged for the use of justifications, mF(8,121) = 

2.72, p < .01, and exceptions, mF(8,121) = 2.64, p < .01.  Examination of univariate main 

effects revealed that transgressors who used justifications thought that targets would rate 

them as less responsible for the transgression than those who gave no justifications.  On 

the other hand, transgressors thought that the use of justifications would lead targets to 

expect less behavior improvement than if no justification had been given (see Table 3). 

Univariate main effects of exception use also emerged, such that transgressors who gave 

exceptions thought that the target would rate the behavior as less representative of their 

overall honesty, overall character, and usual behavior than did those gave no exceptions 

(see Table 4). 
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Table 3: Study 1. Means and univariate tests of transgressor estimates of target 
reactions by justification use 

Table 4: Study 1. Means and univariate tests of transgressor estimates of target 
reactions by exception use 

2.3.4.3 Estimates of target-imposed punishments 

The third MANOVA tested how much financial and legal punishment 

transgressors expected targets to impose, as well as their likelihood of speaking badly 

about the transgressor or avoiding the transgressor.  Yet again, the multivariate effect of 

 Justification Use 
 

Outcome Variable Absent Present F 

Responsible 7.09(.40) 6.12(.33) 5.88* 

Behavior Improvement 4.85(.45) 4.73(.37) 6.10* 

Pay 6.91(.43) 5.87(.35 6.46* 

Tell authorities 4.88(.43) 3.96(.35) 4.67* 

Note:   *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
            Degrees of freedom for event tests are (1, 132). 
            Degrees of freedom for punishment tests are (1, 133). 

 Exception Use 
 

Outcome Variable Absent Present F 

Represent Honesty 6.08(.20) 3.92(.53) 15.03*** 

Represent Person 6.11(.20) 4.49(.52) 8.89** 

Represent Behavior 6.01(.21) 4.16(.55) 10.25** 

Note:     *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
            Degrees of freedom for all tests are (1, 133). 
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hypothetical target condition was significant, mF(4,125) = 8.87, p < .001, and univariate 

tests showed that participants expected hypothetical targets who were moral absolutists  

to be more punitive than those who were moral relativists (see Table 2).  A multivariate 

main effect also emerged for the use of justifications, mF(4,125) = 2.91, p < .05. 

Univariate tests showed that the transgressors expected targets to be more likely make 

them give the money back and to tell authorities when they had not given a justification 

than when they had (see Table 3). 

2.3.4.4 Summary: Transgressor estimates of target reactions 

Overall, these analyses showed that, as anticipated, transgressors expected that 

they and their actions would be rated more negatively and that they would have more 

severe punishments when accounting to a moral absolutist than to a moral relativist. 

Transgressors expected that justifications would result in targets seeing them as less 

responsible for the transgression and punishing them less in terms of giving the money 

back and avoiding them in the future.  Interestingly, these positive expectations occurred 

even though transgressors thought the targets would expect less behavior improvement 

following justifications than following no justification.  

Exactly as predicted, transgressors who used exceptions thought that their 

transgression would be seen as less representative of their usual behavior, overall 

honesty, or overall character.  This pattern is consistent with the definition of exceptions, 

which is to argue that a transgression is not a fair representation of the person or 

behavior.  Not surprisingly, transgressors who used exceptions expected them to be 



 

35 

effective in this goal.  However, the responsibility rating was not affected by excuses, and 

the severity rating was not affected by the use of justifications, despite the relevance of 

those types of accounts to responsibility and severity outcomes, respectively.  Also 

somewhat surprisingly, given research on targets’ preference for excuses over 

justifications (Shaw et al., 2003), transgressors did not expect targets to rate them more 

positively when they used excuses.  The next step was to see how well transgressor 

expectations matched targets’ actual reactions. 

2.3.5 Accuracy of transgressor estimates of target reactions 

The effects of excuse (present, absent), justification (present, absent), exception 

(present, absent), hypothetical target condition (moral absolutist, moral relativist), and 

participant-target’s relativism score were analyzed as an incomplete factorial in which  

the main effects of these factors, along with their interactions with participant role 

(transgressor, target) were examined (while treating participant role as a within-subjects  

factor to account for the yoked nature of the design).  Hypothesis 3 suggested that 

transgressors would be more accurate at estimating their target’s reactions when that 

target’s self-reported moral relativism matched that of the hypothetical target condition 

(e.g., if an target who is high in moral relativism read an account given by a transgressor 

in the moral relativist target condition, or a target low in relativism read an account by a 

transgressor in the moral absolutist target condition).   
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2.3.5.1 Accuracy of trait evaluation estimates 

The first MANOVA examined the effect of hypothetical target condition, 

participant-target’s actual relativism, participant role, and account presence on 

evaluations of the transgressor.  At the multivariate level, a significant interaction 

between participant role and participant-target’s relativism score was revealed, 

mF(11,116) = 2.27, p < .05.  This interaction was significant for all traits at the univariate 

level.  Probing these interactions revealed significant simple effects of participant role for 

several morally-relevant traits when targets were high in moral relativism (see Table 5). 

In all cases, targets who were high in moral relativism rated the transgressors more 

positively than transgressors had expected them to. 

Table 5: Study 1. Simple slopes of participant role when participant-targets were 
moral relativists 

Note:    †p < .05. *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 

              Degrees of freedom for all tests are (1, 126). 

2.3.5.2 Accuracy of transgression evaluation estimates 

The second analysis tested the effects of the predictors on evaluations of the 

event.  Multivariate main effects were revealed for the presence of justifications, 

mF(8,119) = 2.33, p < .05, and exceptions, mF(8,119) = 2.02, p < .05.  Significant (or 

Outcome Variable b t 

Overall positivity 1.06 2.17* 

Immoral -1.53 -2.13* 

Unethical -1.44 -1.86† 

Unfair -1.82 -2.37* 
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nearly significant) multivariate interactions also emerged for the interaction of participant 

role and justification presence, mF(8,119) = 1.98, p = .06, and the interaction of 

participant role and exception presence, mF(8,119) = 2.65, p < .01.  

At the univariate level, significant main effects of justification presence were 

revealed for how good and appropriate the explanation was, with participants rating 

explanations that included justifications as worse than those that didn’t (see Table 6).  

Table 6: Study 1. Means and univariate tests of transgression evaluations by 
justification presence 

Significant univariate interactions of justification presence by participant role 

emerged for ratings of how responsible the transgressor was for the transgression and 

how likely the transgressor would be to improve his behavior (see Table 7).  Simple main 

effects of justification presence were revealed for both evaluations within transgressors, 

(Responsibility: F(1,126) = 6.12, p < .05; Behavior improvement: F(1,126) = 5.99, p < 

.05).  Transgressors expected the targets to rate them as both less responsible and also 

less likely to improve their behavior following a justification than when no justification 

 
Justification Use 

 

Outcome Variable Absent Present F 

Good explanation 4.53(.28) 3.79(.23) 6.76** 

Appropriate explanation 4.77(.29) 3.93(.24) 8.20** 

Note:     *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
              Degrees of freedom for all tests are (1, 126). 
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was given.  Simple main effects of participant role on ratings of responsibility emerged 

within both levels of justification presence, (Absent: F(1,126) = 4.65, p < .001; Present: 

F(1,126) = 1.95, p < .05).  In both cases, transgressors overestimated how much targets 

would hold them responsible for the transgression.  

Table 7: Study 1. Means and univariate tests of transgressor estimates and target 
actual ratings of transgression by participant role and justification presence 

 

Exceptions also predicted evaluations of the transgression.  Main effects of 

exception presence emerged for ratings of explanation appropriateness, and ratings how 

representative the transgression was of the transgressors’ honesty, overall character, and 

usual behavior (see Table 8 for those not qualified by interactions).  Participants thought 

that the explanation was more appropriate following an exception.  As anticipated from 

  Participant role  
Outcome Variable Justification Transgressor Target F 

Responsibility 
Absent 7.07(.40) 4.42(.40) 

9.23** 

Present 6.08(.33) 5.17(.33) 

Behavior improvement 
Absent 4.87(.45) 3.86(.43) 

4.73* 

Present 3.76(.37) 4.03(.35) 

Pay cashier 
Absent 6.93(.42) 3.19(.48) 

10.25** 

Present 5.82(.35) 4.10(.40) 

Tell authorities 
Absent 4.87(.43) 2.87(.46) 

5.27* 

Present 3.95(.35) 3.32(.38) 

Note:     *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001 
               Degrees of freedom for all tests are (1, 126). 
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the definitions of exceptions, participants also thought the behavior was less 

representative in all ways when an exception had been offered.   

Table 8: Study 1. Means and univariate tests of transgression evaluations by 
exception presence 

Furthermore, significant interactions between exception presence and participant 

role were revealed for ratings of transgressor responsibility for the transgression and how 

representative the transgression was of the transgressors’ overall honesty (see Table 9).  

Table 9: Study 1. Means and univariate tests of transgression evaluations by 
exception presence and participant role 

 

 Exception Use  
Outcome Variable Absent Present F 

Appropriate explanation 3.87(.16) 4.83(.41) 4.82* 

Represent person 5.88(.14) 4.64(.37) 10.31** 

Represent behavior 5.83(.13) 4.53(.35 12.36*** 

Note:     *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
               Degrees of freedom for all tests are (1, 126). 

  Participant role  

Outcome Variable Exception Transgressor Target F 

Responsibility 
Absent 6.25(.21) 5.36(.21) 

4.42* 

Present 6.90(.56) 4.22(.56) 

Represent honesty 
Absent 6.11(.20) 5.54(.21) 

6.43** 

Present 3.88(.53) 5.40(.56) 

Note:     *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
               Degrees of freedom for all tests are (1, 126). 
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Simple main effects of participant role emerged for responsibility ratings both 

when an exception had been given, F(1,126) = 3.32, p < .001, and when it hadn’t, 

F(1,126) = 2.94, p < .01.  In both cases, transgressors overestimated how responsible the 

targets would hold them for the transgression. 

 A simple main effect of exception presence on estimates of how much targets 

would rate the transgression as representative of their overall honesty emerged within 

transgressors, F(1,126) = 16.39, p < .001.  Transgressors who had given an exception 

thought that it would be effective in making the targets rate the transgression as less 

representative. 

2.3.5.3 Accuracy of punishment estimates 

The third analysis examined targets’ real and estimated punishments.  At the 

multivariate level, interactions were significant for participant role and participant-targets' 

relativism, mF(4,123) = 4.68, p < .001, and  participant role and justification presence, 

mF(4,123) = 3.30, p < .01.  Examination of univariate effects revealed interactions of 

participant role and justification presence on how likely the target would be to make the 

transgressor pay back the cashier or to tell authorities about the transgression (see Table 

7).  Simple main effects of justification showed that transgressors expected lesser 

punishments following justifications (Pay cashier: F(1,126) = 6.90, p < .01; Tell 

authorities: F(1,126) = 4.63, p < .05).  

Simple main effects of participant role emerged for both outcomes when no 

justification had been given, with transgressors overestimating the degree to which 
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targets would penalize them, (Pay cashier: F(1,126) = 5.94, p < .001; Tell authorities: 

F(1,126) = 3.36, p < .001).  A simple main effect of participant role on  estimates of 

telling authorities was also found for pairs in which a justification had been given, 

F(1,126) = 3.31, p < .001.  When transgressors had used a justification, they 

underestimated how likely the targets would be to make them pay back the cashier. 

Univariate interactions of participant role and participant-targets' relativism also 

emerged for all four punishments.  Probing these interactions revealed that transgressors 

overestimated how likely participant-targets (of all levels of moral relativism) were to 

make them pay back the cashier (Low target relativism: t(126) = -4.42, p < .001; High 

target relativism: t(126) = -4.72, p < .001) and to speak badly about them (Low target 

relativism: t(126) = -4.42, p < .001; High target relativism: t(126) = -3.49, p < .001). 

Transgressors also overestimated how likely participant-targets who were high in 

relativism were to tell authorities about their behavior, t(126) = -1.99, p < .05.  No simple 

effects of participant role were found for estimates of targets avoiding the transgressor. 

2.3.5.4 Summary: Accuracy of transgressor estimates of target reactions 

Overall, these findings showed that transgressors' estimates of how targets would 

rate them and punish them were inaccurate.  Transgressors generally overestimated how 

likely participant-targets were punish them—by making them pay back the cashier or 

speaking badly about them.  They also overestimated how likely morally flexible 

participant-targets were to tell authorities about their behavior 
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There were also interactions between participant role and the accounts that 

transgressors used, especially involving justifications.  Transgressors expected lesser 

consequences and punishments—in terms of targets' ratings of how responsible the 

transgressors were for the misdeed, and how likely the targets were to tell authorities 

about them or make them pay back the cashier—following justifications.  At least in 

terms of paying back the cashier, this was an underestimation, as targets were more likely 

to insist on transgressors paying back the money than the transgressors had guessed. 

Curiously, this underestimation of punishment occurred despite the fact that transgressors 

overestimated how much targets would hold them responsible and underestimated how 

much targets would expect behavior improvement following justifications.  Thus, targets 

were demanding rectification beyond what transgressors expected even though they were 

more lenient in their assessment of the situation than transgressors thought they would be.  

These results did not support Hypothesis 3, as there were no three-way 

interactions between participant role, hypothetical target condition, and participant-

targets' relativism scores.  No evidence was found to suggest that transgressors were 

better at predicting the reactions and punishments of targets whose personal relativism 

matched that of the hypothetical target to whom transgressors were writing their 

accounts.  

2.3.6 Matching transgressor accounts and target account preferences 

The matching of transgressor accounts and the account preferences of their targets 

were examined using three logistic regression analyses.  The odds of transgressors using 
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each type of account were predicted by hypothetical target relativism condition, 

participant-target's moral relativism scores, and whether or not targets wished to be told 

each form of account.  Transgressors in the moral relativist target condition were 

expected to give accounts that better matched their target’s preferences when they 

provided accounts to participant-targets high in moral relativism (and those in the moral 

absolutist target condition were expected to give better matched accounts to participant-

targets low in moral relativism).    

2.3.6.1 Matching of targets' excuse preferences 

The first logistic regression tested the odds of transgressors using excuses, as 

predicted by hypothetical target condition, participant-target's moral relativism scores, 

and target's preference for excuses.  A significant hypothetical target condition by 

participant-target relativism interaction emerged, B = .64, Wald χ2(1) = 6.19, p < .01, 

Pseudo R2 = .10, Odds Ratio = 1.90, 95% CI[1.15, 3.13].  This effect was qualified by a 

significant three-way interaction between hypothetical target condition, participant-target 

relativism score, and target preference for excuses, B = -1.35, Wald χ2(1) = 4.40, p < .05, 

Pseudo R2 = .14, Odds Ratio = .26, 95% CI[.07, .99].  

Examination of simple slopes revealed that when transgressors correctly thought 

that they were talking to a morally strict target (i.e., the participant-target was low in 

moral relativism and the transgressor was in the moral absolutist target condition), then 

transgressors were best able to match their target's preference for excuses, t(157) = 1.96 , 
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p <. 05.  As seen in Figure 3, these transgressors were more likely to give excuses when 

targets wanted to hear excuses than when they were not.  

 

 

This finding supports Hypothesis 3, as transgressors matched target preferences 

more closely when the actual target’s low relativism score matched the score of the 

hypothetical target to whom they were writing their account.  However, Hypothesis 3 

would have also predicted the same slope for transgressors who were in the moral 

relativist target condition and accounting to participant-targets high in moral relativism. 

Although that slope was in the predicted direction, it was not significant. 
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2.3.6.2 Matching of targets' justification preferences 

The second logistic regression predicted transgressor's odds of using justifications 

as a function of target preferences for justifications, hypothetical target condition, and 

participant-target's relativism scores.  Only a main effect of hypothetical target condition 

emerged, showing that people in the moral absolutist target condition—as compared to 

those in the moral relativist condition— had half the odds of offering a justification, B = -

.67, Wald χ2(1) = 4.16, p < .05, Pseudo R2 = .04, Odds Ratio = .51, 95% CI[.27, .97].  

2.3.6.3 Matching of target's exception preferences 

The third logistic regression then tested the likelihood of transgressors offering 

exceptions, as predicted by target preference for exceptions, hypothetical target 

condition, and participant-target relativism, but found no significant effects. 

2.3.6.4 Summary: Matching of targets' account preferences 

These findings provided limited support for Hypothesis 3, by showing that 

transgressors matched target preferences for excuses better when they accurately believed 

the target to be morally strict.  However, this finding was not replicated for justifications 

and exceptions.  

2.3.7 Target reactions  

Finally, I tested Hypothesis 3, by examining whether transgressors who matched 

the account preferences of their targets received more positive interpersonal judgments 

and lesser punishments.  Three sets of 2 (hypothetical target condition: relativist, 
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absolutist) × 2 (transgressor account: present, absent) × 2 (target preference: want 

account, don't want account) MANOVAs—one for each type of account—assessed 

targets’ ratings of (1) how they would view the transgressor (generally and in terms of 

specific traits), (2) how they would view the transgression, and (3) the extent of the 

financial, legal, and social retribution that they would inflict.  

2.3.7.1 Effects of matching targets’ desire for excuses 

The first set of MANOVAs looked at the effects of matching target preferences 

for excuses. The first MANOVA tested whether targets' ratings of transgressor traits were 

affected by the matching between transgressor use of excuses and target desire for 

excuses.  No significant effects emerged at the multivariate level.   

The second MANOVA tested the effects of the predictors on targets’ ratings of 

the transgression.  No multivariate effects were revealed.  Although MANOVAs 

generally preclude examination of univariate effects if multivariate effects are not found, 

the univariate interactions of transgressors’ excuse use and target’s preference for 

excuses were nonetheless examined because they were explicitly hypothesized and 

because of the possibility that some traits could have been affected by the predicted 

interaction, even if traits as a whole were not. 

A significant univariate interaction of target preferences for excuses and 

transgressor use of excuses was revealed for the ratings of how representative the 

transgression was of the transgressors' overall character (see Table 10).  A surprising 

simple main effect of excuse presence emerged for targets who wanted to hear excuses: 
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those whose preferences were not matched rated the event as less representative of the 

transgressor, F(1,150) = 4.71, p <. 05.  A simple main effect also emerged for pairs in 

which no excuse had been given, in which targets who had desired an excuse rated the 

transgression as less representative, F(1,150) = 4.59, p <. 05. 

Table 10: Study 2. Means and univariate test of target ratings of responsibility by 
excuse use and preference for excuses 

 

The third MANOVA tested the effects of these predictors on target's punishment 

ratings.  No significant effects emerged.  

2.3.7.2 Effects of matching targets’ desire for justifications 

The second sets of MANOVAs examined the effects of matching target 

preferences for justifications.  The first MANOVA tested target's ratings of the 

transgressors’ traits and general positivity.  No multivariate effects emerged, but there 

were significant univariate effects for the predicted interaction between target preference 

for justifications and transgressor use of justifications on target ratings of transgressor 

coldness and badness (see Table 11).  For both traits, targets who did not wish to hear a 

  Target Preference for Excuses    

Outcome Variable 
Excuse 

Presence 
Doesn't Want Wants F η

2 

Represent Person 
Absent 5.95(.30) 4.48(.72) 

4.41* .03 

Present 5.68(.24) 5.65(.49) 

Note:   †p < .06. *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
            Degrees of freedom are (1, 157). 
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justification rated transgressors who gave them a justification against their wishes as 

more bad and more cold than transgressors who hadn't given them a justification, (Bad: 

F(1, 149) = 8.28, p < .01; Cold: F(1, 149) = 8.97, p < .01).  Also for both traits, targets 

who didn't wish to hear that justification rated the transgressors worse than did those who 

desired a justification, (Bad: F(1, 149) = 8.35, p < .01; Cold: F(1, 149) = 11,69, p < .001). 

Table 11: Study 2. Means and univariate tests for effects of matching target 
preferences for justifications 

 

The second MANOVA tested the effects of the predictors on targets’ evaluations 

of the transgression. No multivariate effects emerged, but a univariate effect of matching 

justifications preferences emerged on ratings of the appropriateness of the explanation, 

  Target Preference for Justification   

Outcome Variable Justification Doesn't Want Wants F η
2 

Bad 
Absent 6.68(.36) 7.06(.60) 

5.19* .03 

Present 8.01(.29) 6.31(.52) 

Cold 
Absent 6.95(.33) 7.19(.56) 

6.19* .04 

Present 8.23(.27) 6.35(.48) 

Explanation appropriate 
Absent 4.09(.31) 4.13(.52) 

4.65* .03 

Present 2.98(.25) 4.74(.45) 

Tell authorities 
Absent 3.21(.39) 4.00(.65) 

4.30* .03 

Present 4.11(.31) 2.83(.57) 

Note:   *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
            Degrees of freedom for trait tests are (1, 156). 
            Degrees of freedom for transgression and punishment tests are (1, 157). 
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(see Table 11).  Simple effects tests revealed a simple main effect of justification 

preference within pairs in which a justification had been given, F(1, 149) = 11.51, p < 

.001, and a simple main effect of justification presence within targets who didn't want to 

hear justifications, F(1, 150) = 7.81, p < .01.  In both cases, targets who had wished to 

hear no justifications but whose desires were not matched rated the explanation as least 

appropriate.   

The third justification MANOVA examined punishments inflicted by the target. 

At the multivariate level, a marginally significant interaction emerged between 

transgressors' use of justifications and targets' desire to hear justifications, mF(4, 147) = 

2.13, p = .08.  At the univariate level, this interaction was significant for the likelihood of 

targets telling authorities about the transgressor's behavior (see Table 11).  Simple effects 

tests showed that targets who had desired that justification were less likely to tell 

authorities about the transgressors' behavior if he gave a justification than targets who 

hadn't desired a  justification. 

2.3.7.3 Effects of matching targets’ desire for exceptions 

The third set of MANOVAs examined the effects of matching targets' exception 

preferences on target's (1) rating of the transgressor, (2) ratings of the transgression, and 

(3) penalties imposed on the transgressor.  No significant effects emerged in any of the 

three analyses.  
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2.3.7.4 Summary: Effects of matching targets’ desire for accounts 

According to Hypothesis 4, targets whose preferences for hearing (or not hearing) 

excuses, justifications, and exceptions were matched by transgressors’ accounts should 

have reacted more favorably to the transgressors by judging them less harshly and 

inflicting lesser punishments.  

The results of Study 1 showed some support for Hypothesis 4 in the form of 

preferential judgment and treatment for transgressors who matched target's desire for 

justifications.  Specifically, targets who wished to hear no justifications rated 

transgressors who matched that preference as less bad and less cold than transgressors 

who had given a justification.  Targets who desired a justification indicated a lower 

likelihood of alerting the authorities about the transgression when that desire was 

accommodated.  Transgressors' matching of targets preferences for excuses and exception 

preferences did not lead to any decrease in negative trait evaluations or penalties.  Thus, 

there was partial support for Hypothesis 4, in that the matching of target's justification 

preferences resulted in more positive interpersonal outcomes and occasionally legal 

outcomes.  

2.4 Discussion 

Study 1 tested how people altered their accounts when accounting to people with 

different moral philosophies and how this strategizing influenced the negative 

consequences of moral transgressions.  I expected to find that people’s choices of account 
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strategies for moral transgressions varied as a function of their own moral philosophies 

(Hypothesis 1) and the moral philosophies of their hypothetical targets (Hypothesis 2).  I 

also expected transgressors to be more effective at estimating participant-target reactions 

and matching their account preferences when imagining a hypothetical target with the 

same ethical ideology (Hypothesis 3) and that this matching would result in less 

retribution by the participant-target (Hypothesis 4).  

Hypothesis 1—that transgressors high in moral relativism would use a greater 

variety of accounts—was not supported. However, Hypothesis 2—that transgressors 

would use more justifications when accounting to moral relativists and more excuses and 

exceptions when accounting to moral absolutists—was generally supported. 

Transgressors who thought they were accounting to a relativistic target were more likely 

to use justifications, marginally more likely to say that their responses were similar to 

justifications, and less likely to say that their statements were similar to excuses than 

those accounting to absolutists.  There was no effect of hypothetical target relativism 

condition on the use of exceptions or ratings of similarity to exceptions. 

Transgressors generally thought that justifications would lead targets to see them 

in a more positive light, and in some cases, they were right.  In fact, sometimes they 

underestimated how favorably targets would respond to justifications, such as when 

targets rated the transgressor as less responsible for the event and more likely to improve 

their behavior than transgressors had anticipated following justifications.  However, 

sometimes this expectation of positive reactions following justifications led transgressors 
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to underestimate targets’ punishments.  For example, transgressors who had given 

justifications overestimated how much this would get them off the hook; they thought 

targets would be less likely to make them go back into the store and pay back the cashier 

than they actually were.   

Hypothesis 3 stated that transgressors would be most accurate in their estimations 

of targets' reactions and would match targets' account preferences best when the targets' 

levels of moral relativism matched those of the hypothetical targets to whom the 

transgressors were offering their account.  However, this hypothesis found no support in 

terms of transgressors' accuracy at estimating target's reactions.  Instead, transgressors 

were generally inaccurate in their estimation of how morally flexible participant-targets 

would rate them.  This was particularly true for morally-relevant traits: targets who were 

high in moral relativism rated transgressors as more positive overall, and less immoral, 

unethical, and unfair than the transgressors had thought they would.  Furthermore, 

transgressors overestimated how likely all participant-targets (of all moral relativism 

levels) were to punish them.  

There was some support for Hypothesis 3 in terms of the matching of accounts. 

Transgressors matched targets' preferences for excuses best when they believed they were 

accounting to moral absolutists and their participant-targets actually were morally strict. 

This effect was limited to excuses, as transgressors did not match target preferences for 

justifications or exceptions when target condition and target relativism matched. 
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Finally, Hypothesis 4 stated that targets would judge and treat transgressors more 

leniently when the transgressors had matched the target's preferences for excuses, 

justifications, and exceptions.  This hypothesis was supported in terms of the matching of 

justification preferences.  Targets whose desire to hear no justifications was matched 

rated the explanation as more appropriate and rated the transgressor as less bad and cold 

than when they were given a justification against their wishes.  The effect for coldness is 

a particularly potent finding given the primacy of warmth vs. cold judgment in terms of 

overall appraisals of people (Fiske et al., 2007).  Transgressors who didn't offer a 

justification to targets who wanted to hear one were punished by being more likely to 

have the authorities told about their immoral behavior.  

In addition to the four formal hypotheses for this study, there were several 

secondary hypotheses based on the past research on accounts and on moral relativism. 

First, moral relativists were expected to feel better after committing a transgression than 

moral absolutists, but no such pattern emerged.  Not surprisingly, transgressors tended to 

expect more harsh judgments and punishments from moral absolutists than from moral 

relativists. 

In accord with the definitions of excuses, justifications, and exceptions, 

transgressors were expected to feel less responsible for the transgression and think of the 

transgressions as less severe and less representative, respectively, following the use of 

each of these accounts.  However, this was not the case.  Transgressors’ estimates of 

targets’ reactions following accounts were also thought to follow the same pattern, with 
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excuses leading to lower estimations of responsibility, justifications leading to lower 

severity estimations, and exceptions leading to lower ratings the representativeness of the 

transgression.  Here, the expected pattern did emerge for exceptions, in that transgressors 

who gave exceptions thought that these accounts would lead the target to rate the 

transgression as less representative of their  honesty, character, and usual behavior.  This 

expectation makes theoretical sense, as exceptions are essentially arguments about the 

non-representativeness of the transgression.  However, there was no evidence that using 

exceptions made targets think the transgression was any less representative of the 

transgressor.  Contrary to expectations, the degree to which participants—both 

transgressors and targets—thought that the transgressor was responsible for the 

transgression was unaffected by the use of excuses, even though this form of account is 

essentially an argument for low responsibility.  Similarly, neither transgressors' nor 

targets' ratings of the severity of the transgression were affected by the use of 

justifications, despite justifications directly addressing transgression severity.  

Based on the preliminary studies, transgressors were expected to indicate a greater 

likelihood of improving their behaviors following excuses, and less following exceptions. 

No such pattern was found for exceptions.  On the other hand, the finding for excuses did 

emerge as expected but curiously only for transgressors who were low in moral 

relativism.  The finding that moral relativism and excuses affected anticipated behavior 

improvement makes theoretical sense though, as people who are moral absolutists tend to 

believe that moral rules hold true regardless of context or situational constraints (Forsyth, 
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1980).  Excuses, by definition, argue for the power of the situation over the ability of the 

transgressor to control his or her actions.  Excuses may just not be enough to convince 

moral absolutists that they are off the hook for a misdeed, and so they plan to avoid future 

transgressions.  

Thus, while the findings for this study were mixed, they did lend support to the 

idea that matching targets’ account preferences can result in positive outcomes for 

transgressors, at least for moral transgressions.  The next two studies tried to replicate this 

pattern of findings in specific domains that are often viewed as morally relevant. 
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3. Study 2: Environmentalism 

Studies 2 and 3 extended the general ethical ideology findings of Study 1 to two 

specific domains involving environmental (Study 2) and religious (Study 3) 

transgressions.  Both environmental and religious transgressions are seen by some people 

to be “moral” transgressions, yet endorsement of environmentalism or religiosity as 

indicative of morality is not universal (Feinberg & Willer, 2013l; Graham, Haidt, & 

Nosek, 2009).  Thus, these two domains might allow transgressors to use different 

strategies with different targets based on the target’s attitude toward these specific issues 

rather than adjusting an account to a target’s overarching ethical ideology.  

Specifically, I expected that transgressors who are personally high in 

environmentalism (Study 2) or religiosity (Study 3) would use fewer justifications for 

value-relevant transgressions because to do so would run counter to their beliefs that 

those transgressions have negative consequences.  Also, I expected that transgressors 

would not try to use environmental or religious justifications to mollify targets who 

endorse these values because they recognize that trying to minimize the importance of 

these issues would only add to the target's ill will toward the transgressor. 

The first of these domain-specific studies was on environmental transgressions, 

with transgressors accounting to targets were who supposedly high or low in 

environmentalist beliefs. 
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3.1 Hypotheses 

3.1.1 Hypothesis 1 

Transgressors who personally endorse high environmentalism will use fewer 

justifications for value-relevant transgressions than will those low in environmentalism.   

3.1.2 Hypothesis 2 

Transgressors will use fewer justifications and more excuses and exceptions when 

giving value-relevant accounts to people they believe to be high rather than low in 

environmentalism.  

3.1.3 Hypothesis 3 

Transgressors will estimate the target's reactions more accurately and  match their 

target's preferred account strategies more closely when the hypothetical target to whom 

they are offering the account holds environmental attitudes that match the actual target's 

reported environmentalism score. 

3.1.4 Hypothesis 4 

Transgressors who successfully match the preferences of their targets will evoke 

less negative reactions and be given lesser penalties than those who do not.  
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3.2 Methods 

3.2.1 Participants 

Participants were 127 men and 189 women aged 18-82 (M = 34.4, SD = 12.74) 

who were recruited and paid through MTurk.  In this study, 42.7% of participants had 

received at least a Bachelor’s Degree. 

The first 158 participants were assigned to be transgressors.  The others were 

assigned to act as targets and were yoked with one of the transgressors.  Through random 

assignment, 84 transgressor-target pairs were assigned to be in the environmentalist 

condition, and 74 pairs were assigned to the non-environmentalist condition. 

3.2.2 Procedure 

The procedure was the same as in Study 1.  

3.2.2 Materials 

The materials were the same as in Study 1, except that participants completed two 

environmentalism-related measures instead of the ethical ideology and moral self-worth 

questionnaires.  Environmental attitudes were assessed using the New Ecological 

Paradigm (NEP: Dunlap, van Liere, Mertig, & Emmet Jones, 2000) and environmental 

self-worth was measured using the Environmental Self-Worth Scale (Brook, 2006).  See 

Appendix B for the environmental measures.  
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In addition, the scenarios were changed such that participants in the transgressor 

condition imagined committing an environmental transgression (see Appendix C). 

Specifically, transgressors imagined that they were trying to get rid of some old paint and 

that the hazardous waste dump was far away, so they dumped the paint down the sewer 

drain.  However, a neighbor witnessed this transgression.  Participant-transgressors in the 

environmentalist condition read that this neighbor was "very concerned about 

environmental issues," whereas those in the non-environmentalist condition read that the 

neighbor was "not concerned about environmental issues.”  Participants assigned to the 

target condition read the same scenario from the point of view of the neighbor who 

witnessed the transgression.  The procedure then followed that of Study 1, in which 

transgressors wrote accounts and completed their dependent measures (Appendix D), and 

targets indicated their preferences for the various accounts and saw the transgressors' 

statements before completing the dependent measures (Appendix E).  

Thus, participant-transgressors who scored low or high in environmentalism read 

a scenario in which an environmentalist or non-environmentalist target saw them commit 

an environmental transgression.  They then wrote statements of what they would say to 

that hypothetical target.  The same scenario and the statements written by transgressors 

were then read by participant-targets who varied in their environmentalist attitudes.  
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 3.3 Results 

3.3.1 Manipulation check  

A manipulation check confirmed that transgressors who were told that they were 

accounting to an environmentalist rated the target as higher in environmental attitudes (M 

= 8.12, SD = 1.44) than those in the non-environmentalist target condition (M = 2.93, SD 

= 2.37), t(156) = -16.82, p < .001.  

3.3.2 Types of accounts   

The statement lists were coded for the presence of each type of account by two 

raters blind to condition.  Inter-rater reliability indicated moderate agreement: Cohen's 

Kappa was .57.  Discrepancies were discussed until consensus was reached for all items.  

3.3.2.1 Presence of accounts 

Three logistic regression analyses examined the effects of hypothetical target 

condition (environmentalist, non-environmentalist) and transgressor environmentalism 

scores on the presence of each type of account in the transgressors' statement lists.  The 

use of justifications was significantly predicted by transgressors' environmental attitudes, 

such that a 1 unit increase in pro-environmental attitudes decreased the odds of using a 

justification by .79, B = -.24, Wald χ2(1) = 7.11 , p < .01, Pseudo R2 = .06, Odds Ratio = 

.79, 95% CI[.66, .94].  Neither the use of excuses nor exceptions were affected by 

hypothetical target condition or transgressor environmentalism.  
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3.3.2.2 Similarity to prototypical  accounts 

Three additional regression analyses used the same predictors to examine the 

transgressor's ratings of how similar they thought that their overall statement was to each 

type of account.  The same pattern emerged, such that transgressors with higher pro-

environmental attitudes rated their statements as marginally less similar to justifications,  

b = -.28, t(157) = -3.46, p < .001, R2 Change = .07.  Again, neither hypothetical target 

environmentalism condition nor transgressors’ environmentalism affected the similarity 

to excuse or exception ratings.  As in Study 1, moral development stage and 

environmental self-worth were tested as moderators of these effects.  However, the 

proposed moderations were not significant. 

These findings support Hypothesis 1, because transgressors who were high in 

environmentalism were less likely to use justifications and less likely to say their 

responses were similar to justifications than those low in environmentalism.  However, 

Hypothesis 2 was not supported, as people in the environmentalist hypothetical target 

condition were not less likely to use justifications as compared to people in the non-

environmentalist target condition. 

3.3.3 Transgressor reactions 

3.3.3.1 Evaluations of account-relevant elements of transgression 

Next, I assessed how transgressors expected to behave and feel following 

accounts by examining the effects of excuse (present, absent), justification (present, 

absent), and exception (present, absent) on transgressor ratings of their responsibility, the 
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severity of the transgression, and the representativeness of the behavior.  No multivariate 

effects emerged, but the specifically predicted univariate effects—that excuses would 

predict responsibility, justifications would predict severity, and exceptions would predict 

representativeness—were examined at the univariate level.  There was a univariate effect 

of justification use on severity.  Those who gave justifications rated the transgression as 

less severe (M = 4.31, SD = .28) than those who did not (M = 5.07, SD = .24), F(1,157) = 

5.19, p < .05, η2 = .03.  No other univariate effects of justifications emerged.  This pattern 

is exactly as expected, as justifications are accounts in which the transgressor minimizes 

the severity of the transgression but does not necessarily address issues of responsibility 

or representativeness.  There were no significant effects of excuses or exceptions. 

3.3.3.2 Post-transgression self-ratings 

Next, three multiple regression analyses examined the effects of transgressor's 

personal environmental attitudes and the presence of each type of account on 

transgressors’ (1) anticipated feelings toward themselves, (2) anticipated likelihood of 

behavior improvement, and (3) likelihood of avoiding the target in the future.  As 

anticipated, participants who held stronger pro-environmental attitudes thought that they 

would feel worse about themselves following an environment transgression, b = -.30, 

t(156) = -3.97, p < .001, R2 Change = .09.  As in Study 1, behavior change ratings were 

expected to be positively predicted by the use of excuses; however, none of the predictors 

significantly predicted behavior change.  Transgressors who had used excuses did 
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indicate a greater likelihood of avoiding the target, as compared to those who gave no 

excuses, b = 1.08, t(153) = 2.61 , p < .01, R2 Change = .05.   

These findings were somewhat in line with expectations, as transgressors who 

used justifications thought that their transgression was less severe.  People who 

personally held pro-environmental attitudes also felt worse about themselves following 

their transgression, as would also be expected.  The finding that  excuses were related to  

more avoidance of targets was unexpected and had not been shown in the previous 

studies.  

3.3.4 Transgressor estimates of target reactions 

I then looked at how transgressors expected their targets to feel and react after the 

account.  Three MANOVAs examined the effects of hypothetical target 

environmentalism condition and the presence (or absence) of each type of account on 

how the transgressors expected that the targets would (1) view the transgressor generally 

and in terms of specific traits, (2) view the transgression, and (3) impose penalties on the 

transgressor.  No interactions were expected, and so only main effects were included in 

the model.  I expected an effect of hypothetical target condition, such that transgressors 

would expect more positive target reactions when they were accounting to non-

environmentalist targets.  As discussed earlier, transgressors were also expected to 

anticipate positive target reactions following excuses. 
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3.3.4.1 Estimates of targets' trait evaluations 

The first MANOVA, which tested the effects of hypothetical target 

environmentalism condition and account use on transgressor estimates of target trait 

ratings, revealed significant multivariate main effects for hypothetical condition, 

mF(11,143) = 5.11, p < .001, and the use of justifications, mF(11,143) = 1.98, p < .05.  

At the univariate level, significant main effects of hypothetical target condition were 

obtained on all 10 specific traits, as well as the overall positivity rating (see Table 12).  In 

all cases, transgressors expected to be rated more negatively when they thought they were 

accounting to an environmentalist than when accounting to a non-environmentalist. 

Univariate main effects of justification use also emerged for transgressors’ 

estimates of how bad the target would rate them, F(1,157) = 4.89, p < .05.  Transgressors 

who gave a justification (M = 8.43, SD = .31) thought that the targets would view them as 

less bad than did transgressors who gave no justifications (M = 9.24, SD = .27) 
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Table 12: Study 2. Means and univariate tests for transgressor estimates of target 
trait evaluations, transgression evaluations, and punishments by condition 

 Target Condition   

Outcome Variable Non-environmentalist Environmentalist F η2 

Overall Positivity 3.96(.20) 2.37(.18) 46.45*** .23 

Bad 7.80(.30) 9.87(.28) 32.76*** .17 

Cold 7.50(.30) 9.44(.27) 29.46*** .16 

Incompetent 7.60(.35) 9.54(.32) 20.96*** .12 

Careless 8.90(.31) 10.53(.28) 19.49*** .11 

Unkind 7.25(.33) 9.23(.30) 25.10*** .14 

Unintelligent 7.55(.36) 9.27(.33) 15.71*** .09 

Immoral 7.93(.32) 9.67(.29) 20.34*** .12 

Thoughtless 8.66(.32) 10.48(.29) 22.79*** .13 

Unethical 8.34(.31) 10.10(.28) 22.14*** .13 

Unfair 7.42(.31) 9.41(.28) 28.73*** .16 

Good explanation 4.51(.28) 3.25(.25) 14.61*** .09 

Appropriate explanation 4.78(.29) 3.50(.27) 13.43*** .08 

Responsible 7.22(.25) 8.01(.22) 7.16** .04 

Severity 4.29(.28) 6.46(.25) 35.24*** .13 

Represent environmental 5.97(.29) 6.86(.27) 6.53** .04 

Represent person 5.37(.27) 6.80(.25) 18.98*** .11 

Represent behavior 5.60(.29) 6.61(.26) 8.75** .05 

Pay 88.70(9.41) 145.33(8.67) 25.29*** .15 

Tell authorities 2.91(.31) 5.28(.29) 40.70*** .22 

Speak badly 4.85(.32) 6.87(.29) 28.58*** .16 

Avoid transgressor 4.16(.32) 6.21(.29) 28.83*** .16 

Note:     *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
               Degrees of freedom for all trait and transgression evaluation tests are (1,157). 
               Degrees of freedom for all punishment tests are (1,151). 
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3.3.4.2 Estimates of targets' transgression evaluations 

The second MANOVA examined the effects of condition and account presence 

on transgressor estimates of how targets would rate the transgression.  Only the 

multivariate main effect of condition was significant, mF(8,146) = 6.30, p < .001.  All 

specific outcome variables showed main effects of condition, except for the 

transgressor’s estimates of target expectations of behavior improvement (see Table 12). 

As with the trait evaluations, transgressors expected harsher judgments from 

environmentalists than from non-environmentalists.  Univariate effects for the presence 

of excuses, justifications, and exceptions were examined for the ratings relevant to each 

(responsibility, severity, and representativeness, respectively), but none were significant.  

3.3.4.3 Estimates of target-imposed punishments 

The third MANOVA tested transgressor estimates of the punishments that would 

be imposed by the targets and again found only a multivariate effect of condition, 

mF(4,144) = 11.38, p < .001.  A main effect of hypothetical  target condition was 

obtained for all four punishment ratings, such that transgressors thought that 

environmentalists would punish them more than would non-environmentalists (see Table 

12). 

3.3.4.4 Summary: Transgressor estimates of target reactions 

These analyses showed a strong effect of hypothetical target environmentalism 

condition on transgressor estimates of how targets would react following the 

transgression.  Regardless of the accounts given for the environmental transgression, 
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transgressors expected environmentalist targets to rate them and their transgression more 

negatively and to punish them more harshly than non-environmentalist targets would. 

Only on one rating did the account given alter transgressors’ estimates: transgressors 

thought they would be rated as less bad following an account that included a justification, 

as compared to one that did not.  Accounts did not affect transgressors’ estimates of 

targets’ views of the transgression or of the penalties targets would inflict.  The next set 

of analyses tested whether these estimates mirrored targets’ actual reactions.  

3.3.5 Accuracy of transgressor estimates of target reactions 

Three MANOVAs were conducted in which hypothetical target condition 

(environmentalist, non-environmentalist), excuse (present, absent), justification (present, 

absent), exception (present, absent), the participant-target's  environmentalism score, and 

participant role (transgressor, target; within-subjects) were examined as predictors of  

transgressors’ estimates of target's perceptions and retributive reactions following 

accounts.  The model tested was an incomplete factorial that examined only the main 

effects of each predictor and two-way interactions of each predictor with participant role.  

According to Hypothesis 3, transgressors were expected to estimate their participant-

target's reactions more accurately when that participant-target's self-reported 

environmentalism matched the level of the hypothetical target described in the 

transgressor’s scenario.  
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3.3.5.1 Accuracy of traits evaluation estimates 

The first MANOVA tested the accuracy of transgressors’ estimates of targets’ 

trait evaluations. Multivariate main effects of condition, mF(11, 141) = 3.75, p < .001, 

and participant role emerged, mF(11, 141) = 1.98, p < .05.  Significant multivariate 

effects also emerged for the interaction of participant role and participant-target's 

environmentalism score, mF(11,141) = 2.05, p < .05, and the interaction of participant 

role and hypothetical target condition, mF(11,141) = 2.21, p < .05.  

Univariate tests revealed main effects of hypothetical target condition for all ten 

trait evaluations and the overall positivity rating.  A univariate main effect of participant 

role was also obtained for ratings of how cold the transgressor was.  However, all of these 

main effects were qualified by significant interactions between hypothetical target 

condition and participant role (see Table 13).  Simple main effects of hypothetical target 

condition showed that  transgressors expected environmentalist targets to rate them more 

negatively on all traits than non-environmentalist targets, mirroring the earlier finding for 

transgressor estimates (see Table 12).  

Simple main effects of participant role on trait evaluations emerged within the 

environmentalist hypothetical target condition for several traits.  Transgressors in the 

environmentalist target condition overestimated how negatively participant-targets would 

rate them overall, F(1,151) = 2.97, p < .01, and also overestimated how bad, F(1,151) = 

3.94, p < .001, cold, F(1,151) = 3.78, p < .001,  incompetent, F(1,151) = 1.99, p < .05, 

and unkind, F(1,151) = 3.28, p < .001, participant-targets would see them.  Transgressors 
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in the non-environmentalist target condition overestimated how negatively participant- 

targets would rate them overall, F(1,151) = 2.40, p < .05, and in terms of how careless, 

F(1,151) = 1.99, p < .05, immoral, F(1,151) = 2.02, p < .05, unethical, F(1,151) = 2.39, p 

< .05, and unfair the targets, F(1,151) = 2.58, p < .01, would view them.  
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Table 13: Study 2. Means and univariate tests of estimated target reactions by 
participant role and hypothetical target environmentalism condition 

  Participant role  

Outcome Variable Target Condition Transgressor Target F 

Overall positivity 
Non-environmentalist 3.96(.20) 3.25(.21) 

17.67*** 

Environmentalist 2.37(.18) 3.17(.20) 

Bad 
Non-environmentalist 7.80(.30) 8.39(.32) 

17.39*** 

Environmentalist 9.85(.28) 8.24(.32) 

Cold 
Non-environmentalist 7.49(.30) 7.54(.31) 

9.04** 

Environmentalist 9.41(.28) 7.93(.29) 

Incompetent 
Non-environmentalist 7.61(.35) 8.00(.32) 

4.42* 

Environmentalist 9.55(.33) 8.60(.30) 

Careless 
Non-environmentalist 8.91(.31) 9.81(.28) 

7.46** 

Environmentalist 10.54(.28) 9.92(.26) 

Unkind 
Non-environmentalist 7.26(.33) 7.52(.30) 

8.51** 

Environmentalist 9.24(.30) 7.87(.28) 

Unintelligent 
Non-environmentalist 7.56(.36) 8.29(.31) 

4.53* 

Environmentalist 9.29(.33) 8.67(.29) 

Immoral 
Non-environmentalist 7.93(.32) 8.85(.27) 

8.53** 

Environmentalist 9.69(.30) 9.00(.25) 

Thoughtless 
Non-environmentalist 8.65(.32) 9.35(.31) 

3.33† 

Environmentalist 10.47(.29) 10.11(.28) 

Unethical 
Non-environmentalist 8.33(.31) 9.35(.26) 

8.43** 

Environmentalist 10.06(.29) 9.62(.24) 

Unfair 
Non-environmentalist 7.42(.31) 8.60(.30) 

7.83** 

Environmentalist 9.41(.29) 9.03(.28) 

Good explanation 
Non-environmentalist 4.51(.28) 3.01(.26) 

8.23** 

Environmentalist 3.25(.26) 3.14(.23) 

Appropriate explanation 
Non-environmentalist 4.79(.29) 3.45(.26) 

5.89* 

Environmentalist 3.51(.27) 3.41(.24) 

Severity 
Non-environmentalist 4.36(.28) 5.70(.28) 

15.26*** 

Environmentalist 6.31(.25) 5.72(.26) 
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Significant interactions of participant role by targets’  environmentalism scores 

also emerged for ratings of overall positivity, F(1,151) = 5.01, p < .05, and 

unintelligence, F(1,151) = 5.67, p < .05.  Probing of simple slopes revealed that 

transgressors overestimated how positively they would be seen both by participant-targets 

who were high in environmentalism, t(151) = -3.69, p < .001, and by those low in 

environmentalism, t(151) = -3.65, p < .001.  Transgressors also underestimated how 

much environmentalist participant-targets, t(151) = 2.12, p < .05, and non-

environmentalist participant-targets, t(151) = 2.06, p < .05, would rate them as 

unintelligent. 

Represent person 
Non-environmentalist 5.35(.27) 5.83(.27) 

7.82** 

Environmentalist 6.76(.25) 5.95(.25) 

Represent behavior 
Non-environmentalist 5.59(.29) 6.33(.27) 

6.73** 

Environmentalist 6.59(.26) 6.09(.25) 

Pay fines 
Non-environmentalist 88.22(9.47) 124.05(9.00) 

10.36** 

Environmentalist 144.50(8.78) 130.03(8.34) 

Tell authorities 
Non-environmentalist 2.88(.31) 5.15(.36) 

24.45*** 

Environmentalist 5.23(.29) 4.64(.33) 

Speak badly 
Non-environmentalist 4.85(.23) 4.41(.31) 

10.78*** 

Environmentalist 6.89(.30) 4.77(.29) 

Avoid transgressor 
Non-environmentalist 4.14(.32) 5.46(.33) 

13.81*** 

Environmentalist 6.19(.30) 5.64(.41) 

Note:   †p < .07. *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
            Degrees of freedom for all trait and transgression evaluation tests are (1,151). 
            Degrees of freedom for all punishments tests are (1, 145). 
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3.3.5.2 Accuracy of transgression evaluation estimates 

The second MANOVA that examined the accuracy of transgression evaluation 

ratings found that the main effects of hypothetical target condition, mF(8,144) = 4.32, p < 

.001, and participant role, mF(8,144) = 3.82, p < .001, were significant.  A multivariate 

interaction also emerged for participant role and hypothetical target condition, mF(8,144) 

= 2.81, p < .001.  

Univariate main effects of condition emerged for ratings of how good and 

appropriate the explanation was, how responsible the transgressor was for the 

transgression, and the severity and representativeness of the transgression, with 

participants expecting more harsh ratings for all items in the environmentalist than non-

environmentalist target condition.  All except for ratings of responsibility and 

representativeness of the transgressors’ environmentalism were qualified by an 

interaction (those traits can be seen in Table 14). 

Table 14: Study 2. Means and univariate tests of transgressor and target estimates 
of targets’ transgression evaluations by condition 

 

 Target Condition  

Outcome Variable Non-environmentalist Environmentalist F 

Responsible 7.63(.14) 8.07(.13) 6.85** 

Represent environmental 6.29(.19) 6.75(.17) 4.86* 

Note:     *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
               Degrees of freedom for tests are (1,151). 
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Univariate main effects of participant role also emerged for ratings of how 

appropriate the explanation was and how much transgressors would improve their 

behavior.  Transgressors (M = 3.74, SD = .23) underestimated how much participant-

targets (M = 4.60, SD = .21) anticipated that they would improve their behavior, F(1,151) 

= 8.71, p < .01.  The rating of explanation appropriateness was qualified by an interaction 

between participant role and hypothetical target condition. 

Univariate interactions were obtained for ratings of how good and appropriate the 

explanation was, as well as the severity of the transgression and how representative the 

transgression was of the transgressors’ character and usual behavior (see Table 13). 

Simple main effects of hypothetical target condition emerged for transgressor’s ratings of 

all evaluations, (Good explanation: F(1,151) = 14.40, p < .001; Appropriate explanation: 

F(1,151) = 13.20, p < .001; Severity: F(1,151) = 7.37, p < .01; Represent person: 

F(1,151) = 18.34, p < .001; Represent behavior: F(1,151) = 8.44, p < .01).  Transgressors 

always expected environmentalists to rate the transgression as worse than non-

environmentalists.  

Simple main effects of participant role also emerged within the non-

environmentalist target condition for several ratings, (Good explanation: t(151) = 3.76, p 

< .001; Appropriate explanation: t(151) = 3.17, p < .01; Severity: t(151) = 3.29, p < .001).  

Transgressors who were imagining non-environmentalist targets overestimated how good 

and appropriate participant-targets would rate the explanation and underestimated how 

severe they would rate the transgression.  Simple main effects of participant role also 
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emerged in the environmentalist condition for how much the transgression was 

representative of the transgressor’s character.  Transgressors who thought they were 

accounting to environmentalist targets overestimated how much participant-targets would 

see the misdeed as representative of the transgressor as a person, t(151) = 2.30, p < .05. 

3.3.5.3 Accuracy of punishment estimates 

The third MANOVA tested the accuracy of transgressors’ estimates of target-

inflicted punishments.  As in the previous MANOVA, main effects of hypothetical target 

environmentalism condition, mF(4,142) = 6.54, p < .001, and participant role, mF(4,142) 

= 10.88, p < .001, were significant at the multivariate level, as was the  interaction of 

participant role and hypothetical target condition, mF(4,142) = 6.65, p < .001. 

Univariate interactions of participant role and hypothetical target condition were 

obtained for all four punishments, and so main effects were not examined.  Simple main 

effects of hypothetical target condition showed that transgressors expected 

environmentalist targets to punish them more than non-environmentalists, (Pay fines: 

F(1,145) = 24.71, p < .001; Tell authorities: F(1,145) = 40.02, p < .001; Speak badly: 

F(1,145) = 28.34, p < .001; Avoid transgressor: F(1,145) = 28.20, p < .001).  Simple 

main effects of participant role within the non-environmentalist condition showed that 

transgressors who thought they were talking to non-environmentalists underestimated 

how much participant-targets would make them pay in fines, t(145) = 2.70, p < .01, how 

likely they were to tell authorities, t(145) = 4.66, p < .001, and how likely they were to 

avoid the transgressor, t(145) = 3.10, p < .01.  A simple main effect of participant role 



 

75 

within the environmentalist target condition showed that transgressors who thought they 

were accounting to environmentalists overestimated how likely participant-targets were 

to speak badly of them to others, t(145) = 5.24, p < .001. 

3.3.5.4 Summary: Accuracy of transgressor estimates 

These findings, like those of the previous analyses, showed that transgressors 

consistently expected environmentalists to rate and treat them more harshly than non-

environmentalists.  Not surprisingly, given that their actual participant-targets were not 

always environmentalists, this expectation was often inaccurate.  In fact, transgressors 

were often inaccurate in their estimates of target reactions.  Transgressors overestimated 

how positive and how intelligent they would be seen by participant-targets (of all 

environmental attitudes).  Furthermore, transgressors in the environmentalist target 

condition overestimated how negatively participant-targets would rate them overall, as 

well as how bad, incompetent, and unkind participant-targets would see them. 

Transgressors in this target condition also overestimated how much participant-targets 

would see the misdeed as representative of the transgressors’ character and how likely 

participant-targets were to speak badly of them to others. 

 Transgressors in the non-environmentalist condition also overestimated 

participant-targets’ judgments, thinking that they would be seen as more negative overall, 

and more careless, immoral, unethical, and unfair than they actually were.  However, 

when it came to other outcomes, transgressors in the non-environmentalist target 

condition expected more rosy outcomes than they actually received.  They 



 

76 

underestimated how negatively participant-targets would view the transgression and 

explanation, and how much they would be punished.  Transgressors in this condition 

thought that targets would see the transgression as less severe and the explanation as 

more good and appropriate than participant-targets actually did.  They also 

underestimated how much participant-targets would make them pay in fines, how likely 

they were to tell authorities about the transgression, and how likely they were to avoid the 

transgressor. 

This pattern is as expected, given that the average participant-target's 

environmental attitudes fell between the levels expected from a strong environmentalist 

or non-environmentalist (the mean NEP score for participant-targets was 8.42 out of a 13 

point scale).  Thus, transgressors who thought they were accounting to targets in these 

two extremes tended to be inaccurate.  Those who accounted to non-environmentalists 

underestimated the punishments inflicted by real environmental moderates, whereas those 

who thought they were accounting to environmentalists overestimated the negative 

reactions of their target.  

Despite these consistent findings, the hypothesized three-way interaction between 

participant role, hypothetical target condition, and participant-target's environmentalism 

was never found to be significant.  Therefore, Hypothesis 3 was not formally supported.  

3.3.6 Matching transgressor accounts and target account preferences 

To examine how well transgressors matched the account preferences of their 

targets, three logistic regression analyses assessed the predictive power of hypothetical 
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target environmentalism condition, participant-target scores on environmentalism, and 

whether targets desired each form of account on whether the transgressor listed each form 

of account.  In accordance with Hypothesis 3, I anticipated that transgressors in the 

environmentalist target condition would give accounts that more closely matched the 

preferences of targets high in environmentalism, and those in the non-environmentalist 

target condition would give more matched accounts to targets low in environmentalism. 

3.3.6.1 Matching of targets' excuse preferences 

The first logistic regression analysis tested the match between target preference 

for and transgressor use of excuses.  A significant interaction appeared between 

hypothetical target environmentalism condition and target preference for excuses, B = -

1.66, Wald χ2(1) = 3.95, p < .05, Pseudo R2 = .04, Odds Ratio = .19, 95% CI[.04, .98]. 

This interaction was probed, but no significant simple slopes were found.  As can be seen 

in Figure 4, transgressors in the non-environmentalist condition better matched the 

excuse preferences of the targets, being more likely to offer an excuse when the target 

wanted to hear one.  Transgressors in the environmentalist condition did not match target 

preferences well, as they were less likely to give excuses when an excuse was desired. 
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3.3.6.2 Matching of targets' justification preferences 

The second logistic regression analysis examined the matching of targets’ 

justification preferences, but no significant effects emerged. 

3.3.6.3 Matching of targets' exception preferences 

The third logistic regression analysis examined the matching between target 

preferences for exceptions and transgressor use of exceptions.  Here, a significant effect 

of participant-target environmentalism emerged, B = .22, Wald χ2(1) = 3.74, p < .05, 

Pseudo R2 = .06, Odds Ratio = 1.24, 95% CI[1.00,1.54].  High participant-target 

environmentalism scores predicted greater odds of transgressors offering an exception. 

No other significant effects emerged. 
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3.3.6.4 Summary: Matching of targets' account preferences 

Thus, as in Study 1, Hypothesis 3 was not generally supported.  No evidence 

emerged to suggest that transgressors whose hypothetical targets held the same level of 

environmentalism as their participant-target were better at matching the account 

preferences of those targets.  Despite this finding, targets may have rewarded transgresses 

who did match their account preferences, even if that matching was not predicted by 

target condition.  This hypothesis was tested in the next set of analyses. 

3.3.7 Target reactions   

Three sets of three 2 (condition: environmentalist vs. non-environmentalist) × 2 

(transgressor account: present, absent) × 2 (target preference: want account, don't want 

account) MANOVAs examined targets’ ratings of (1) how they would view the 

transgressor (generally and in terms of specific traits), (2) how they would view the 

transgression, and (3) the penalties that they would impose.  As with Study 1 and stated 

in Hypothesis 4, I expected targets to impose harsher penalties on and feel more 

negatively about transgressors whose accounts did not match their own preferences. 

3.3.7.1 Effects of matching targets’ desire for excuses 

The first sets of MANOVAs tested the effects of transgressors’ matching of 

targets’ preferences for excuses.  The first of these analyses looked at targets’ ratings of 

the transgressors on various personality traits.  Only one multivariate effect emerged—

the  interaction between hypothetical target condition and use of excuses, mF(11,140) = 

2.34, p < .01.  However, no significant effects emerged at the univariate level, so simple 
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effects tests were instead run on the canonical variate (see Table 15 for means).  A 

marginal simple main effect of hypothetical target condition emerged when no excuse 

had been given, F(1,150) = 3.44, p =.07.  Targets rated transgressors more negatively 

when that transgressor had been accounting to an environmentalist target than when the 

transgressor was accounting to a non-environmentalist.  

Table 15: Study 2. Canonical variate means for traits ratings by excuse presence 
and target condition 

 

The second MANOVA in this set examined the effects of excuse matching on 

targets’ evaluation of the transgression.  The third MANOVA tested effects of matching 

excuse preferences on the punishments that targets inflicted.  No significant multivariate 

effects were revealed for either analysis.  

3.3.7.2 Effects of matching targets’ desire for justifications 

The second set of MANOVAs tested the effects of transgressors’ matching of 

target preferences for justifications.  The first of these, which tested trait evaluations, 

found significant multivariate main effects of hypothetical target environmentalism 

condition, mF(11,140) = 2.60, p < .01, and justification presence, mF(11,140) = 2.46, p < 

.01.  There was also a significant multivariate interaction between hypothetical target 

 
 Target Condition 

Outcome Variable Excuse Non-environmentalist Environmentalist 

Canonical Variate of 

Traits 

Absent 5.94(.41) 6.83(.26) 

Present 6.81(.29) 6.17(.28) 
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condition and preference for justifications, mF(11,140) = 2.37, p < .01.  The proposed 

justification presence by target justification preference interaction was marginal at the 

multivariate level, mF(11,140) = 1.77, p =.07. 

Univariate tests showed that targets’ ratings of transgressors' thoughtlessness and 

unethicalness the transgressors were affected by hypothetical target condition.  However, 

both of these main effects were qualified by significant interactions between hypothetical 

target condition and target preference for justifications (see Table 16).  For both traits, 

simple main effects of justification preference were revealed within the non-

environmentalist target condition; participant-targets rated transgressors more negatively 

when they desired a justification, (Thoughtless: F(1,150) = 9.93, p < .01; Unethical: 

F(1,150) = 17.77, p < .001).  Simple main effects of hypothetical target condition also 

emerged for targets who desired justifications, who rated transgressors in the non-

environmentalist target condition less negatively than those in the environmentalist 

condition, (Thoughtless: F(1,150) = 7.22, p < .01; Unethical: F(1,150) = 8.69, p < .01). 

Table 16: Study 2. Means of targets’ trait evaluations by justification presence and 
target condition 

  Justification Preference   

Outcome 
Variable 

Target Condition Target doesn’t want Target wants F η
2 

Thoughtless Non-environmentalist 9.54(.27) 6.50(.92) 
4.28* .03 

Environmentalist 10.15(.26) 9.74(.78) 

Unethical 
Non-environmentalist 9.64(.22) 6.33(.75) 

7.18** .04 
Environmentalist 9.78(.21) 9.24(.64) 

Note:     *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
               Degrees of freedom both tests are (1,157). 
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This pattern could have emerged because something about accounting to a non-

environmentalist target made transgressors explain themselves in ways that were close to 

the justifications that these targets desired, even if this difference was not captured by the 

formal justification coding scheme.  

Significant univariate main effects of justification presence emerged for the 

overall positivity rating, as well as how cold, careless and unethical the targets rated the 

transgressors (see Table 17 for those not qualified by interactions).  

Table 17: Study 2. Means of targets’ trait evaluations by justification presence 

 

In all cases, targets rated transgressors more negatively when they gave a 

justification.  Ratings of carelessness were qualified by the hypothesized interaction 

between justification presence and target preference for justifications (see Table 18).  A 

simple main effect of justification presence revealed that for targets who wanted to hear 

justifications, those whose preference was matched rated the transgressor more 

negatively, F(1,150) = 6.51, p < .01.  A simple main effect of justification preference also 

 Justification Presence   

Outcome Variable Absent Present F η
2 

Overall positivity 4.06(.29) 2.94(.34) 6.18** .04 

Cold 6.76(.42) 8.19(.49) 5.00* .03 

Appropriate explanation 4.24(.36) 2.92(.42) 8.56** .05 

Responsibility 7.02(.26) 8.15(.31) 7.86** 
 

05 

Note:     *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
               Degrees of freedom for all tests are (1,157). 



 

83 

emerged when transgressors did not give justifications, again showing that targets whose 

preferences were matched rated transgressors worse, F(1,150) = 180.36, p < .001. 

Table 18: Study 2. Means of target reactions by preference for justifications and 
justification presence 

 

A MANOVA  that tested the effects of matching justification preferences on 

targets’ evaluations of the transgression revealed significant effects  for justification 

preference, mF(8,143) = 2.66, p < .01, and justification presence, mF(8,143) = 2.85, p < 

.01.  The predicted justification presence by target justification preference interaction was 

also significant at the multivariate level, mF(8,143) = 2.22, p < .05.  

Univariate main effects emerged for the presence of justifications, showing that 

targets who received a justification rated the explanation as less appropriate and the 

transgressor as more responsible for the transgression (see Table 17).  Main effects of 

justification presence also emerged for ratings of how good the explanation had been and 

  Justification Preference   

Outcome Variable Justification Target doesn’t want Target wants F η
2 

Careless 
Absent 9.54(.27) 6.50(.92) 

4.2* .02 
Present 10.15(.26) 9.74(.78) 

Good explanation 
Absent 3.22(.22) 5.81(.65) 

4.58* .03 
Present 2.82(.23) 3.17(.76) 

Severity 
Absent 5.52(.24) 6.69(.73) 

4.52* .03 
Present 5.67(.26) 4.33(.86) 

Behavior improvement 
Absent 4.47(.25) 6.38(.73) 

3.70† .02 

Present 4.21(.26) 3.83(.87) 

Note:     †p < .06. *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
               Degrees of freedom for trait and transgression evaluation tests are (1,157). 



 

84 

the likelihood of behavior change, but these were qualified by the justification presence 

by justification preference interaction.  

A significant main effect of target preference for justifications  revealed that 

targets who desired justifications (M = 8.10, SD = .12) rated transgressors as more 

responsible for the transgression than did those who didn’t want justifications, (M = 7.07, 

SD = .39), F(1,157) = 6.46, p < .01.  A significant main effect of preference for 

justifications on ratings how good the explanation had been  was again qualified by the 

interaction between justification presence and preference.  

Significant justification preference by justification presence interaction effects 

were found for three dependent variables—how good the explanation was, the severity of 

the transgression, and the likelihood of behavior improvement (see A simple main effect 

of justification presence revealed that for targets who wanted to hear justifications, those 

whose preference was matched rated the transgressor more negatively, F(1,150) = 6.51, p 

< .01.  A simple main effect of justification preference also emerged when transgressors 

did not give justifications, again showing that targets whose preferences were matched 

rated transgressors worse, F(1,150) = 180.36, p < .001. 

Table 18).  For all three variables, simple main effects of justification presence 

emerged for targets who desired a justification (Good explanation: F(1,150) = 7.00, p < 

.01; Severity: F(1,150) = 4.40, p < .05; Behavior improvement: F(1,150) = 5.04, p < .05).  

Confusingly, targets whose desire for justifications was matched—as compared to those 
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whose desire for justifications were not matched—thought that the explanation was not as 

good and that the transgressor was less likely to improve his behavior.  

More in line with hypotheses, these targets also thought that the transgression was 

less severe than did targets whose preference was not matched.  Simple main effects of 

justification preference on how good the explanation was, F(1,150) = 14.45, p < .001, 

and how likely the transgressor was to improve his behavior, F(1,150) = 6.10, p < .05, 

were also found when transgressors had given a justification.  Again, in both cases, 

targets whose preference was matched rated the explanation as worse and thought that the 

transgressor was less likely to improve his behavior.  No such effect was found for the 

severity ratings.  

The third MANOVA of justification matching examined the punishments 

inflicted by targets but found no significant multivariate effects.  

3.3.7.3 Effects of matching targets’ desire for exceptions 

The final set of MANOVAs tested the outcomes of transgressors’ matching of 

targets’ preferences for exceptions.  Three MANOVAs examined the effects of matching 

exception preferences on targets’ (1) transgressor trait evaluations, (2) transgression 

evaluations, and (3) penalties, but found no significant effects. 

3.3.7.4 Summary: Effects of matching targets’ desire for accounts 

According to Hypothesis 4, targets were expected to treat and judge transgressors 

more leniently when their preference for hearing excuses, justifications, and exceptions 

had been matched by transgressors’ accounts.  This hypothesis was not supported in 
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terms of the matching of excuses or exceptions.  The pattern of findings for justifications 

was occasionally found, but it was in the opposite direction as expected.  Targets whose 

preference for justifications was matched rated the transgressors as more careless, rated 

the explanations as worse, and thought that the transgressors were less likely to improve 

their behavior than did targets whose preference wasn’t matched.  There was no evidence 

to suggest that matching of account preferences had any beneficial effects on target’s 

judgments or retributions.  

3.4 Discussion 

Study 2 tested the causes and effects of using different forms of accounts for an 

environmental transgression to targets who varied in environmentalism.  Transgressors 

were expected to use fewer justifications and more excuses and exceptions when they 

were personally high in environmentalism (Hypothesis 1) and when they were accounting 

to a target who they believed to be an environmentalist (Hypothesis 2).  Transgressors 

were expected to estimate target’s reactions more accurately and match targets’ preferred 

account strategies more closely when the hypothetical target and participant-target's 

levels of environmentalism were the same (Hypothesis 3).  Finally, targets whose account 

preferences were matched were expected to react with more positive evaluations and 

lesser penalties than those whose preferences were not met (Hypothesis 4).   
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Hypothesis 1 was supported in that transgressors who were high in 

environmentalism were less likely to use justifications and less likely to say their 

responses were similar to justifications than those low in environmentalism.  

However, Hypothesis 2 was not supported, as transgressors who believed that 

they were accounting to environmentalists were no less likely to use justifications than 

transgressors who were accounting to non-environmentalists. 

Hypothesis 3 was not generally supported.  Transgressors whose hypothetical 

targets held the same level of environmentalism as their actual target were no better at 

matching the account preferences of those targets.  In terms of the accuracy of 

transgressor’s estimates of targets reactions, the hypothesized interaction between 

participant role, hypothetical target condition, and participant-targets’ environmentalism 

scores was never found.  However, interactions between participant role and hypothetical 

target condition consistently emerged in such a way as to suggest that transgressors in the 

environmentalist target condition overestimated (and transgressors in the non-

environmentalist target condition underestimated ) the extent that participant-targets 

would judge and punish them.  This effect was likely due to the fact that the average 

participant-targets’ environmentalist score was fairly moderate, and thus the expectations 

of transgressors in either of the two hypothetical target conditions were too extreme. 

Hypothesis 4—that targets would judge and treat transgressors more leniently 

when their preference for hearing excuses, justifications, and exceptions had been 

matched—was also not supported.  No significant effects emerged for the matching of 
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excuses or exceptions.  Significant effects of matching justification preference emerged 

but in the opposite direction as hypothesized.  

These patterns were confusing, given that Hypothesis 4 had been partially 

supported in Study 1.  However, in this study, unlike in Study 1, targets showed a general 

tendency rate transgressors more harshly following a justification.  One possibility is that 

something about the nature of the environmental transgression made justifications for that 

misdeed less palatable to targets than the justifications for the moral transgression had 

been in Study 1.  Thus, even when targets wanted to hear justifications, they reacted by 

punishing transgressors who offered them.  Interestingly though, transgressors did not 

always anticipate the negative reactions following justifications.  For example, 

justifications led transgressors to think that their transgression was less severe, in line 

with the definition of justifications.  Interestingly, transgressors were sheepish after 

providing an excuse, indicating greater likelihood of avoiding the targets.  This finding 

had not been shown in previous studies (partly because the preliminary studies did not 

ask about avoidance), but suggests another possible outcome of excuses is interpersonal 

distance.  

As in the previous study, strong effects of hypothetical target environmentalism 

condition emerged throughout the analyses.  Transgressors expected environmentalist 

targets to rate them more negatively than non-environmentalists targets.  Transgressors 

who personally held pro-environmental attitudes also felt worse about themselves 

following their environmental transgression, as would be expected.  
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Thus, the findings for Study 2 were not generally in line with the hypotheses. 

Furthermore, the pattern of accounting for environmental transgressions did not fit that of 

Study 1's moral transgression patterns, suggesting that the environmental transgression 

scenario was not treated as a domain-specific version of the moral transgressions 

scenario.  Study 3 extended this investigation by seeing if a religious transgression, and 

the accounts and reactions that followed, would be dealt with in similar ways to the more 

general moral transgression.  Alternatively, the processes for religious transgressions 

could follow the pattern of the environmental transgressions, which would suggest that 

domain-specific transgressions are treated differently than broadly moral transgressions.  
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4. Study 3: Religiosity 

Study 3 examined religious transgressions.  As with the environmental 

transgression of Study 2, transgressors were expected to abstain from justifications for 

religious transgressions when accounting to a religious target or when they themselves 

were religious.  However, when neither party was religious, transgressors might feel freer 

to justify a religious transgression.  The hypotheses mirrored those of Studies 1 and 2. 

4.1 Hypotheses 

4.1.1 Hypothesis 1 

Transgressors who personally endorse high religiosity will use fewer justifications 

for value-relevant transgressions than will those low in religiosity.   

4.1.2 Hypothesis 2 

Transgressors will use fewer justifications and more excuses and exceptions when 

giving value-relevant accounts to people they believe to be high in religiosity.  

4.1.3 Hypothesis 3 

Transgressors will estimate the target's reactions more accurately and  match their 

target's preferred account strategies more closely when the hypothetical target to whom 

they are offering the account holds religious attitudes that match the actual target's 

reported religiosity score. 
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4.1.4 Hypothesis 4 

Transgressors who successfully match the preferences of their targets will evoke 

less negative reactions and be given lesser penalties than those who do not.  

4.2 Methods 

4.2.1 Participants 

One hundred and thirty men and 189 women were recruited to participate through 

MTurk. Participants ranged in age from 18-74 (M = 34.1, SD = 11.82), and 47.8% had 

received at least a Bachelor’s Degree. 

The first 158 participants were assigned to imagine being transgressors.  The 

remaining 158 acted as targets and were paired with one of the transgressors. Eighty pairs 

were randomly assigned to the non-religious target condition, and 78 were assigned to the 

religious target condition.  

4.2.2 Procedure 

The procedure was the same as in Studies 1 and 2.  

4.2.3 Materials 

The materials were the same as in Study 2, except that participants completed 

religion-related measures instead of the environmental questionnaires (see Appendix B).  

Religiosity was measured with the Religious Orientation Scale (ROS: Allport & Ross, 

1967), and religious self-worth was measured using a version of the scale by Crocker et 
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al. (2003).  The scenarios were also changed such that participants read about a religious 

transgression. Transgressors imagined that they and a friend had shared jokes mocking a 

religious sect, and that this mocking was overheard by a neighbor (see Appendix C). 

Transgressors in the religious target condition read that this neighbor was "a member of 

this religious group and that his religion is very important to him," whereas those in the 

non-religious target condition read that the neighbor was "not affiliated with any religious 

group and is not very religious in general."  Participants assigned to the target role read 

the same scenario from the point of view of the neighbor who witnessed the mocking.  As 

in the previous studies, the scenarios were followed by the writing (transgressors) and 

reading (targets) of the statement lists, and completion of dependent measures. 

4.3 Results 

4.3.1 Manipulation check  

A manipulation check demonstrated that transgressors who were told that they 

were accounting to a religious target rated the target as more religious (M = 7.85, SD = 

1.37) than did those in the non-religious target condition (M = 2.65, SD = 2.09), t(156) = 

-18.46, p < .001.  

4.3.2 Types of accounts   

Two raters coded the statement lists for the presence of each type of account. 

Inter-rater reliability indicated very strong agreement (Cohen's Kappa = .87), and any 

differences were discussed until consensus was reached.  
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4.3.2.1 Presence of accounts 

Three logistic regression analyses—one for each type of account—examined the 

effects of target condition (religious vs. non-religious target) and transgressors’ 

religiosity scores on the presence of each type of account in the transgressors' statement 

list.  The presence of excuses and exceptions were significantly predicted by hypothetical 

target condition, with the odds of each of these accounts being used  being more than 

twice as high for transgressors in the religious target condition than in the non-religious 

target condition, (Excuses: B = .88, Wald χ2(1) = 7.02 , p < .01, Pseudo R2 = .08, Odds 

Ratio = 2.42, 95% CI[1.26, 4.66]; Exceptions: B = .77, Wald χ2(1) = 4.39, p < .05, 

Pseudo R2 = .08, Odds Ratio = 2.16, 95% CI[1.05, 4.45]).  This finding supports 

Hypothesis 2, in that participants used more excuses and exceptions when accounting to a 

religious than non-religious target.  However, justification use was not affected by 

hypothetical target religiosity condition and—contrary to Hypothesis 1—none of the 

accounts were predicted by transgressor religiosity.  

4.3.2.2 Similarity to prototypical accounts 

Three linear regression analyses examined the transgressor's ratings of how 

similar they thought that their overall statement was to excuses, justifications, and 

exceptions.  The ratings of similarity to excuses and justifications were not affected by 

hypothetical target condition or transgressor religiosity.  However, hypothetical target 

condition did predict ratings of similarity to exceptions, b = .62, t(155) = 2.09, p < .05, R2 

Change = .03.  Transgressors who thought they were accounting to a religious target said 
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that their statements were closer to exceptions than did transgressors in the non-religious 

target condition. 

Mirroring the previous studies, moral development stage was tested as a 

moderator of the effect of hypothetical target condition to see whether those in low moral 

stages would give different forms of accounts when they thought they could get away 

with it.  Religious self-worth was also tested as a moderator of transgressor’s religiosity, 

to test whether those for whom religiosity was a fundamental element of self-worth were 

even less likely to give justifications.  However, neither of these predicted moderations 

emerged for either the analyses examining account presence or the models examining 

similarity to accounts. 

These findings did not support Hypothesis 1, as transgressors who were 

personally high in religiosity were no less likely to use justifications for a religious 

transgression than those low in religiosity.  Justifications were also not predicted by 

hypothetical target religiosity condition, in contrast to the expected pattern of Hypothesis 

2. However, other findings supported Hypothesis 2.  Transgressors in the religious 

hypothetical target condition were more likely to use excuses and exceptions and to say 

that their statements were similar to exceptions than were transgressors in the non-

religious target condition.  

4.3.3 Transgressor reactions 

Transgressors’ expectations for how they would react following accounts were 

then examined.   
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4.3.3.1 Evaluations of account-relevant elements of transgressions 

First, a MANOVA tested transgressor ratings of their responsibility, the severity 

of the behavior, and the representativeness of the behavior as a function of excuses 

(present, absent), justifications (present, absent), and exceptions (present, absent).  Only 

main effects were tested because no predictions were advanced regarding combinations 

of the three kinds of accounts.  Excuses were expected to predict responsibility ratings, 

justifications were expected to predict severity ratings, and exceptions were expected to 

predict ratings of representativeness.  Only exception presence was significant at the 

multivariate level, mF (5,150) = 2.55, p <.05.  At the univariate level, the presence of 

exceptions predicted responsibility ratings, as well as ratings of how representative the 

action was of the transgressors’ usual behavior and overall character (see Table 19).   

Table 19: Study 3. Means and univariate tests of exception condition on ratings of 
the transgression. 

 

As hypothesized, transgressors who used exceptions saw the transgression as less 

representative of them.  However, these transgressors also rated themselves as more 

 Exception   

Outcome Variable Absent Present F η2 

Responsibility 7.49(.16) 8.21(.26) 5.50* .03 

Represent person 3.70(.22) 2.77(.36) 4.80* .03 

Represent behavior 3.43(.21) 2.59(.26) 4.15* .03 

Note:     *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
               Degrees of freedom for all tests are (1,157). 
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responsible for the transgression.  No significant effects of excuses or justifications were 

found at the univariate level.  

4.3.3.2 Post-transgression self-ratings 

 Three multiple regression analyses then explored the effects of transgressor 

religiosity and the presence of each type of account on transgressors' (1) anticipated 

feelings toward themselves, (2) their likelihood of behavior improvement, and (3) their 

likelihood of avoiding the target after the account.  The first of these analyses showed 

that transgressors who had given a justification expected to feel better about themselves 

after the account than those who had not given a justification, with b = .81, t(157) = 2.41, 

p < .05, R2 Change = .06. 

The second analysis looked at transgressors’ anticipated improvement of their 

behavior.  As in the other studies, behavior improvement was expected to be positively 

predicted by the use of excuses, and this hypothesis was supported, b = .78, t(157) = 2.39, 

p < .05, R2 Change = .05.  Higher transgressor religiosity scores also predicted higher 

behavior improvement ratings, b = .49, t(157) = 4.40, p < .001, R2 Change = .11. 

Finally, the third regression analysis examined transgressors’ likelihood of 

avoiding the target following the account.  None of the accounts predicted avoidance, but 

transgressors who were more religious said they would be more likely to avoid the target, 

b = .30, t(157) = 2.18, p < .05, R2 Change = .02. 

As expected, transgressors who used exceptions rated the transgression as less 

representative of them as a person.  In addition, transgressors who used exceptions  rated 
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themselves as more responsible for the transgression, an effect not predicted by the 

definition of exceptions.  No significant effects of excuses or justifications were found on 

ratings of the transgression. 

As shown in the preliminary studies (but not in Studies 1 and 2), using excuses 

led transgressors in Study 3 to think that they were more likely to improve their behavior. 

Behavior improvement was also positively predicted by higher personal religiosity 

scores, suggesting that religious transgressors perceived that the accounts alone were not 

enough to make up for their religious transgression.  Religious transgressors also said that 

they were more likely to avoid the target following the transgression.  The next step was 

to see how transgressors expected targets to react to the accounts. 

4.3.4 Transgressor estimates of target reactions 

Three MANOVAs tested the effects of hypothetical target religiosity condition 

and the presence (or absence) of each type of account on transgressors’ ratings how 

targets would (1) view the transgressor generally and in terms of specific traits, (2) view 

the transgression, and (3) impose penalties on the transgressor.  

4.3.4.1 Estimates of targets' trait evaluations 

The first MANOVA, which looked at trait ratings, found multivariate effects of 

hypothetical target religiosity condition, mF (11,143) = 2.04, p < .05, and excuse 

presence, mF (11,143) = 2.16, p < .05.  At the univariate level, transgressors expected 
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religious targets to rate them more negatively overall, and as more bad, cold, careless, 

and unintelligent than they expected non-religious targets to rate them (see Table 20). 

Table 20: Study 3. Means and univariate tests of transgressor estimates of target 
trait evaluations by condition. 

 

Univariate tests also revealed main effects of excuse presence showing that 

transgressors who gave excuses expected targets to rate them as more incompetent, 

unethical, and unfair than transgressors who did not use excuses (see Table 21).  

 
  

 Target Condition   

Outcome Variable Non-religious Religious F η2 

Overall positivity 3.70(.21) 2.96(.21) 7.06** .04 

Bad 8.51(.28) 9.34(.27) 5.15* .03 

Cold 8.58(.27) 9.40(.26) 5.26* .03 

Careless 9.37(.27) 10.41(.26) 8.70** .05 

Unintelligent 7.82(.28) 8.77(.28) 6.45** .04 

Severity 4.39(.26) 5.47(.25) 9.75** .06 

Represent respect 5.81(.23) 6.56(.23) 5.95* .04 

Avoid transgressor 5.74(.24) 6.81(.23) 11.49*** .07 

Note:     *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
               Degrees of freedom for all tests are (1,157). 
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Table 21: Study 3. Means and univariate tests for transgressor estimates of target 
trait evaluations by excuse presence 

4.3.4.2 Estimates of targets' transgression evaluations  

The second MANOVA, testing transgressors’ estimates of how targets would 

view the transgression, found a multivariate main effect of hypothetical target religiosity 

condition, mF (8,146) = 2.18, p < .05.  Looking at the univariate ANOVAs showed that 

transgressors expected religious targets to rate the transgression as more severe and more 

representative of the transgressors’ usual respectfulness than non-religious targets (see 

Table 20).  No effects of account presence emerged for any of the estimations of 

transgression ratings. 

4.3.4.3 Estimates of target-imposed punishments 

The third MANOVA examined transgressors’ anticipated punishments.  A 

multivariate main effect of condition emerged again, mF (2,152) = 7.03, p < .001. 

Univariate tests showed that transgressors expected religious targets to avoid them more 

than would non-religious targets (see Table 20). 

 Excuse   

Outcome Variable Absent Present F η2 

Incompetent 7.16(.32) 8.03(.25) 4.77* .03 

Unethical 8.24(.30) 9.29(.23) 8.09** .05 

Unfair 8.54(.32) 9.49(.25) 5.91* .04 

Note:     *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
               Degrees of freedom for all tests are (1,157). 
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4.3.4.4. Summary: Transgressor estimates of target reactions 

These analyses showed a consistent main effect of hypothetical target religiosity 

condition, in which transgressors thought that religious targets (as compared to non-

religious targets) would view them more negatively, view their transgression as more 

severe and representative of them, and avoid them more following the transgression.  

In addition, transgressors expected targets to see them more unfavorably after 

giving an excuse.  This finding is curious, given the previous research showing the 

positive interpersonal effects of excuses (Shaw et al., 2003).  The predicted pattern of 

expectations following account use—wherein transgressors would expect targets would 

assess less responsibility following an excuse, less severity following a justification, and 

less representativeness following an exception—was not found.  Perhaps it is difficult to 

convincingly deny responsibility for making fun of other people’s religion. 

4.3.5 Accuracy of transgressor estimates of target reactions. 

Next, the accuracy of transgressors’ estimates of target's (1) trait ratings, (2) 

transgression ratings, and (3) retributive reactions following accounts were examined in  

three MANOVAs.  Because the hypotheses involved only the separate effects of each 

type of account and the two-way interactions of participant role by type of account, only 

the main effects of participant role (transgressor, target), hypothetical target religiosity 

condition (religious, nonreligious), participant-target's religiosity (continuous), excuse 

(present, absence), justification (present, absent), and exception (present, absent) and the 

two-way interactions that included participant role were tested. 
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In accordance with Hypothesis 3, transgressors were expected to estimate their 

participant-target's reactions more accurately when that target's self-reported religiosity 

matched the religiosity  of the hypothetical target described in the transgressor’s scenario.  

4.3.5.1 Accuracy of trait evaluation estimates 

The first MANOVA, on the accuracy of trait evaluations, found significant 

multivariate main effects of hypothetical target religiosity condition, mF (11,141) = 1.94, 

p < .05, and participant role, mF (11,141) = 4.39, p < .001.  A significant participant role 

by excuse presence interaction also emerged, mF (11,141) = 2.14, p < .05.  Univariate 

main effects of hypothetical target condition were found for many traits, with participants 

in the religious target condition expecting more negative ratings than participants in the 

non-religious target condition (see Table 22).  

Table 22: Study 3. Means and univariate tests of trait evaluations by condition 

 Target Condition  

Outcome Variable Non-religious Religious F 

Overall positivity 4.03(.15) 3.42(.14) 9.84** 

Bad 7.73(.21) 8.37(.20) 4.62* 

Cold 8.02(.20) 8.67(.20) 5.25* 

Careless 9.24(.21) 10.00(.20) 7.63** 

Unkind 8.55(.22) 9.21(.21) 5.44* 

Unintelligent 7.34(.22) 8.06(.22) 5.75* 

Severity 4.94(.19) 3.75(.10) 12.16*** 

Represent respect 6.19(.17) 5.93(.16) 4.80* 

Avoid transgressor 5.51(.20) 6.20(.19) 6.49** 

Note:     *p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
               Degrees of freedom for trait evaluation tests are (1,157). 
               Degrees of freedom for transgression evaluation and punishment tests are (1,151). 
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Univariate effects of participant role were also found for all trait ratings, except 

for carelessness.  Transgressors overestimated how negatively the participant-target 

would rate them (see Table 23 for those that were not qualified by an interaction).  

Table 23: Study 3. Means and univariate tests of trait evaluations by participant 
role  

 

Many of these main effects were qualified by univariate interactions  of 

participant role by excuse presence (see Table 24).  Simple main effects of excuse 

presence were found within targets for overall positivity, F(1,151) = 4.14, p < .05, 

unkindness, F(1,151) = 5.19, p < .05, and unethicalness, F(1,151) = 4.13, p < .05.  

 Participant role  

Outcome Variable Transgressor Target F 

Bad 8.93(.20) 7.17(.23) 32.10*** 

Cold 8.99(.20) 7.69(.23) 17.85*** 

Unintelligent 8.30(.21) 7.11(.24) 13.86*** 

Immoral 8.98(.21) 7.52(.22) 20.44*** 

Thoughtless 10.17(.20) 9.34(.26) 5.94* 

Responsibility 7.73(.16) 6.67(.18) 19.90*** 

Severity 4.94(.19) 3.75(.19) 17.93*** 

Represent person 6.43(.17) 5.76(.16) 7.41** 

Speak badly 5.73(.18) 3.61(.20) 61.11*** 

Avoid transgressor 6.27(.17) 5.44(.22) 8.74** 

Note:     *p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
               Degrees of freedom for trait evaluation tests are (1,157). 
               Degrees of freedom for transgression evaluation and punishment tests are (1,151). 
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Targets thought more positively of transgressors who offered an excuse and thought they 

were more kind and ethical than transgressors who hadn’t offered excuses.  

Simple main effect of excuse presence also emerged within transgressors for the 

ratings of incompetence, F(1,151) = 5.15, p < .001, unethicalness, F(1,151) = 7.78, p < 

.05, and unfairness, F(1,151) = 5.39, p < .05.  However, transgressors expected the 

opposite pattern of results than targets actually gave, thinking that excuses would lead 

targets to rate them as less competent, ethical, and fair than if no excuse was given. 

Table 24: Study 3. Means and univariate tests of traits by participant role and 
excuse presence 

 

This pattern of results demonstrates a general inaccuracy in transgressors’ 

estimates of how targets would view them following accounts.  Targets tended to 

  Participant role  

Outcome Variable Excuse Transgressor Target F 

Overall positivity 
Absent 3.46(.23) 3.83(.23) 

4.18* 

Present 3.20(.18) 4.41(.18) 

Incompetent 
Absent 7.15(.33) 6.72(.34) 

5.33* 

Present 8.06(.26) 6.36(.27) 

Unkind 
Absent 9.45(.31) 8.64(.35) 

5.54* 

Present 9.78(.24) 7.66(.28) 

Unethical  
Absent 8.25(.30) 8.03(.33) 

7.13** 

Present 9.28(.24) 7.21(.26) 

Unfair 
Absent 8.55(.32) 8.26(.38) 

12.04*** 

Present 9.47(.25) 7.41(.29) 

Note:     *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
               Degrees of freedom for all tests are (1,151).  
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overestimate the extent to which targets would view them negatively.  This pattern was 

particularly pronounced with excuses; transgressors thought that excuses would lead to 

more negative interpersonal consequences, when in fact, excuses led targets to evaluate 

the transgressor more favorably.  

4.3.5.2 Accuracy of transgression evaluation estimates 

The second MANOVA tested the accuracy of transgressors’ estimates of targets’ 

evaluations of the transgression. Multivariate main effects were found for hypothetical 

target religiosity condition, mF (8,144) = 2.68, p < .01, and participant role, mF (8,144) = 

6.49, p < .001.  A multivariate three-way interaction of participant role by hypothetical 

target condition by participant-target religiosity also emerged, mF (8,144) = 2.51, p < .01. 

Univariate effects of target condition showed that participants in the non-religious 

condition expected targets to rate the transgression as more severe and more 

representative of the transgressors’ general level of respectfulness, as compared to 

participants in the religious condition (see Table 22).  Univariate main effects of 

participant role also emerged, demonstrating that transgressors overestimated the degree 

to which targets would think the transgression was severe, representative of the 

transgressors’ overall characters, and representative of the transgressors’ usual behavior 

(see Table 23 for the effects that were not qualified by an interaction).  Transgressors also 

overestimated the degree to which targets held them responsible for the transgression.  

The three-way interaction of participant role, hypothetical target religiosity 

condition, and participant-target religiosity was significant at the univariate level for two 
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ratings: the appropriateness of the explanation, F (1,151) = 9.35, p < .01, and how much 

the transgression represented the transgressor’s usual behavior, F (1,151) = 3.86, p < .05. 

Probing these interactions revealed that for ratings of transgression appropriateness, a 

simple effect of participant role occurred when participants were in the religious target 

condition and the participant-target was highly religious b = -1.19, t(151) =-2.04, p < .05. 

Transgressors in this condition overestimated the degree to which participant-targets 

rated the explanation as appropriate.  No significant simple effects were revealed for the 

rating of how representative the transgression was of transgressors’ usual behavior.  

4.3.5.3 Accuracy of punishment estimates 

The third MANOVA tested the accuracy of transgressors’ estimates of the 

penalties that targets would impose on them. Multivariate main effects were found for 

hypothetical target condition, mF (2,150) = 3.24, p < .05, and participant role, mF (2,150) 

= 33.67, p < .001.  At the univariate level, a main effect of condition showed that 

religious targets were expected to avoid the transgressors more than non-religious targets 

(see Table 22).  Main effects of participant role also emerged, showing that transgressors 

overestimated how much targets would speak badly about them and avoid them (see 

Table 23). 

4.3.5.4 Summary: Accuracy of transgressor estimates of target reactions 

According to Hypothesis 3, transgressors were expected to estimate their 

participant-target's reactions more accurately when that target's self-reported religiosity 

and the religiosity of the hypothetical target condition were matched. This three-way 
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interaction of target condition, target religiosity, and participant role was found for two 

outcome variables: the appropriateness of the explanation and how much the 

transgression represented the transgressor’s usual behavior.  However, this interaction did 

not demonstrate increased accuracy for participants matched in religiosity; in fact it 

showed an opposite pattern.  Transgressors whose hypothetical targets and participant-

targets were both religious underestimated how much the participant-targets would rate 

the explanation as appropriate.   

This finding was consistent with the general evidence in this study for inaccuracy 

in transgressors' estimates.  Targets generally overestimated the extent to which 

participant-targets would view them and their transgression negatively and how much 

they would be punished.  This was particularly true when transgressors used excuses, 

because transgressors thought that excuses would lead to more negative interpersonal 

consequences, when in fact, excuses  improved participant-targets’ ratings of the 

transgressor.  As in the earlier analyses, there were robust effects of hypothetical target 

condition, in that participants expected religious targets to react more harshly than non-

religious targets to the religious transgression. 

4.3.6 Matching transgressor accounts and target account preferences   

Three logistic regression analyses—one for each type of account—assessed how 

well the transgressors’ accounts matched the account preferences of their targets.   

Whether transgressors used each form of account was predicted by hypothetical target 

religiosity condition, participant-target religiosity scores, and whether targets desired 
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each form of account.  In line with Hypothesis 3, I anticipated that transgressors in the 

religious hypothetical target condition would give accounts that more closely matched the 

preferences of participant-targets who were high in religiosity, and those in the non-

religious target condition would give better matched accounts to low-religiosity 

participant-targets.  

4.3.6.1 Matching of targets' excuse preferences 

The first logistic regression analysis found that only hypothetical target condition 

predicted the use of excuses, B = .94, Wald χ2(1) = 7.78, p < .01, Pseudo R2 = .09, Odds 

Ratio = 2.55, 95% CI[1.32, 4.93].  The odds of transgressors offering excuses were 2.55 

higher for participants in the religious target condition than those in the non-religious 

target condition.  The proposed interaction was not significant.  

4.3.6.2 Matching of targets' justification preferences  

The second analysis examined the use of justifications. Results showed that 

targets who wanted to hear justifications were less likely to receive them, B = -1.19, Wald 

χ
2(1) = 6.54, p < .01, Pseudo R2 = .08, Odds Ratio = .30, 95% CI[.12,.76].  Thus, 

transgressors did not match target preferences for justifications, instead giving targets the 

opposite of what they desired.  This effect was not moderated by hypothetical target 

religiosity condition or participant-target religiosity level.  Therefore, the match between 

target’s actual religiosity and the religiosity of the hypothetical target to whom 

transgressors thought they were giving their account made no difference in this matching. 



 

108 

4.3.6.3 Matching of targets' exception preferences 

The third logistic regression analysis tested how well transgressors matched target 

preferences for exceptions.  A significant main effect of hypothetical target religiosity 

condition was found showing that transgressors were more likely to offer an exception to 

religious than non-religious targets, B = -.35, Wald χ2(1) = 5.27, p < .05, Pseudo R2 = .07, 

Odds Ratio = 2.35, 95% CI[1.13,4.87].  The predicted interaction was not significant.  

4.3.6.4 Summary: Matching of targets' account preferences 

Although transgressors did not know the preferences of their specific participant-

targets, Hypothesis 3 predicted that transgressors would give accounts that matched the 

preferences of their participant-targets when those targets and the hypothetical targets to 

whom the transgressors were writing their accounts were similar in religiosity. 

Contrary to Hypothesis 3, transgressors in the religious hypothetical target 

condition were not better at matching the excuse or exception preferences of religious 

participant-targets (nor were those in the non-religious target condition better at matching 

preferences of non-religious targets).  Instead—mirroring the earlier analyses examining 

the types of accounts that transgressors gave—these analyses showed that transgressors 

were more likely to give excuses and exceptions to religious targets than to non-religious 

targets, regardless of what accounts these targets preferred.  

When it came to justifications, the matching of hypothetical target religiosity 

condition and participant-target religiosity had no effect on the matching between 

justification preference and use, again contrary to the predictions of Hypothesis 3.  There 
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was an  interaction between target preference for justifications and the use of 

justifications, but it demonstrated a mismatch: transgressors tended to give targets the 

opposite of what they desired, using justifications more when targets did not want to hear 

them, and vice versa.  

4.3.7 Target reactions   

Finally, targets’ reactions were examined as function of the match between what 

account(s) they wanted to hear and whether transgressors’ accounts matched those 

preferences.  Three sets of three 2 (hypothetical target condition: religious, non-religious) 

× 2 (transgressor account: present, absent) × 2 (target preference: want account, don't 

want account)—one for each type of account—examined targets’ ratings of how they 

would (1) view the transgressor (generally and in terms of specific traits), (2) view the 

transgression, and (3) punish the transgressor.  As stated in Hypothesis 4, targets were 

expected to impose harsher penalties on and feel more negatively about transgressors 

whose accounts do not match their own preferences. 

4.3.7.1 Effects of matching targets’ desire for excuses 

The first set of MANOVAs tested the consequences of transgressors matching (or 

not matching) target preferences for excuses.  The first MANOVA obtained a 

multivariate main effect of excuse use on trait evaluations, mF (11,140) = 1.94, p < .05. 

The predicted target excuse preference by transgressor excuse use interaction was also 

significant, mF (11,140) = 2.26, p < .01.  Univariate ANOVAs showed that targets rated 
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transgressors who gave excuses as more positive overall, and as more kind, moral, 

thoughtful, ethical, and moral (see Table 25 for effects not qualified by interactions).  

Table 25: Study 3. Means and univariate tests for target trait ratings by  
transgressor excuse use 

Table 26: Study 3. Means and univariate tests of target reactions by target excuse 
preference and transgressor excuse use 

 Excuse   

Outcome Variable Absent Present F η2 

Overall positivity 3.93(.28) 4.66(.25) 10.75* .02 

Unkind 8.52(.42) 7.18(.37) 5.70* .04 

Unethical 7.93(.39) 6.69(.34) 5.68* .04 

Unfair 8.01(.44) 6.61(.38) 5.75* .04 

Note:     *p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
               Degrees of freedom for trait evaluation tests are (1,157). 

 
 Excuse Preference   

Outcome Variable Excuse Target Doesn’t Want Target Wants F η2 

Immoral 
Absent 7.58(.34) 8.69(.74) 

5.01* .03 

Present 7.32(.28) 6.02(.65) 

Thoughtless 
Absent 9.36(.39) 10.43(.85) 

4.24* .03 

Present 8.85(.32) 7.37(.75) 

Represent respect 
Absent 5.94(.25) 6.50(.54) 

4.11* .03 

Present 5.65(.20) 4.61(.48) 

Avoid transgressor 
Absent 5.22(.34) 6.81(.73) 

8.00** .05 

Present 5.09(.28) 3.66(.64) 

Note:     *p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
               Degrees of freedom for all tests are (1,157). 
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The effects for ratings of the transgressors’ immorality and thoughtlessness were 

qualified by univariate interactions of excuse preference by excuse presence (see Table 

26).  Simple main effects of transgressor excuse use emerged for both outcomes among 

targets who wanted to hear excuses.  In both cases, targets whose preference had been 

matched rated the transgressor more positively than did targets whose preferences had not 

been matched (Immoral: F(1,150) = 7.38, p < .01; Thoughtless: F(1,150) = 7.29, p < .01). 

The second MANOVA tested how matching  excuse preferences affected targets’ 

ratings of the transgression.  No significant multivariate effects emerged, but the 

predicted excuse presence by excuse preference interaction was examined at the 

univariate level.  A significant interaction was found for target ratings of how 

representative the transgression was of the transgressors' general respectfulness (see 

Table 26).  

A simple main effect showed that when targets desired excuses, they rated 

transgressions as less representative of the transgressors’ general respectfulness when the 

transgressor matched their preference than when they did not match it, F(1,150) = 4.98, p 

< .05.  A simple main effect of target preference was also revealed when transgressors 

had given an excuse; targets who wanted to receive an excuse rated the transgression as 

less representative of the transgressors' general respectfulness than did those who heard 

excuses they didn’t desire, F(1,150) = 4.04, p < .05.  Thus, when transgressors matched  

targets’ excuse preferences, targets thought the misdeed was less representative of how 

respectful the transgressor was overall. 
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The third MANOVA tested the effects of matching excuse preference on the 

penalties inflicted by targets.  Multivariate effects were found for the presence of 

excuses, mF(2,149) = 4.73, p < .01, and the interaction between excuse presence and 

target preference for excuses, mF(2,149) = 4.08, p < .05.  At the univariate level, a main 

effect of excuse presence emerged for likelihood of avoiding the transgressor, but this 

was qualified by a significant interaction of excuse presence and preference (see Table 

26).  A simple main effect of excuse presence emerged when targets did not desire an 

excuse,   F(1,150) = 4.08, p < .001.  Simple main effects of target excuse preference were 

also revealed both when transgressors gave excuses, F(1,150) = 4.15, p < .05, and when 

they didn’t, F(1,150) = 3.91, p < .05.  All of these simple main effects showed that targets 

indicated that they would avoid targets less who had matched their excuse preferences.  

4.3.7.2 Effects of matching targets’ desire for justifications 

The second set of MANOVAs examined the consequences of transgressors 

matching (or not matching) targets’ preferences for justifications.  The first tested targets’ 

ratings of transgressors.  Multivariate effects emerged for the presence of justifications, 

mF(11,140) = 1.88, p < .05, the interaction of hypothetical target religiosity condition and 

justification presence, mF(11,140) = 3.24, p < .001, the interaction of hypothetical target 

condition and target preference for justification, mF(11,140) = 1.88, p < .05, and the 

three-way interaction of justification presence, target preference for justifications, and 

hypothetical target  religiosity condition, mF(11,140) = 3.74, p < .001. 
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No univariate main effects of justification presence emerged, and so this effect 

was interpreted at the multivariate level.  Examination of the means of the canonical 

variate and structure coefficients showed that targets who did not receive justifications 

rated transgressors as more careless, immoral, and thoughtless (M = 1.96, SD = .16) than 

those who did receive justifications (M = 1.75, SD = .33). 

A univariate interaction of hypothetical target condition and justification presence 

was revealed for participant-target ratings of the transgressors’ immorality.  A univariate 

interaction of hypothetical target condition and target preference for justification also 

emerged for ratings of carelessness.  However, both interactions were qualified by a 

three-way interaction of hypothetical target religiosity condition, justification presence, 

and target preference for justifications (see Table 27).  A simple interaction of 

justification presence by justification preference on target ratings of carelessness was 

found for participants in the religious hypothetical target condition, F(1,150) = 4.35, p < 

.05.  A simple simple main effect of target justification preference was revealed when 

transgressors had not given a justification, F(1,150) = 10.64, p < .001.  Strangely, targets 

whose preference not to hear a justification was matched rated transgressors as more 

careless than those who had wanted a justification but hadn’t received one.  A marginal 

simple simple effect of justification presence emerged when targets wanted a 

justification, F(1,150) = 3.63, p = .06.  Again counter to expectations, targets whose 

preference to hear a justification was matched rated the transgressor as the most careless. 
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A simple interaction effect of justification presence by justification preference on 

target ratings of immorality was also found for participants in the non-religious 

hypothetical target condition, F(1,150) = 5.20, p < .05.  A simple simple main effect of 

justification presence emerged when targets didn’t want to hear justifications, F(1,150) = 

5.71, p < .05.  Contrary to expectations, transgressors who matched target preferences to 

not hear a justification were rated as more immoral than those who did not match that 

preference. 

Table 27: Study 3. Means and univariate tests of target reactions by target 
condition, justification presence, and target preference for justifications 

 

The second MANOVA tested the effects of matching justifications on targets’ 

ratings of the transgression, and the third justification-matching MANOVA looked at the 

target-imposed punishments.  Neither analysis revealed significant multivariate effects.  

  Hypothetical Target Condition   

  Non-religious Religious   

Outcome 
Variable 

Justification 
Target 

Doesn't Want 
Target 
Wants 

Target 
Doesn't Want 

Target 
Wants 

F η
2 

Careless 
Absent 8.96(.50) 9.44(.83) 9.94(.44) 7.00(.79) 

5.72* .03 

Present 8.74(.40) 7.57(.95) 9.32(.43) 12.00(2.50) 

Immoral 
Absent 8.12(.47) 6.56(.79) 8.09(.41) 6.50(.75) 

4.01* .02 

Present 6.67(.79) 8.14(.89) 7.29(.41) 3.00(2.36) 

Note:   *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
            Degrees of freedom are (1, 157). 
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4.3.7.3 Effects of matching targets’ desire for exceptions 

A set of MANOVAs tested targets’ reactions as a function of the matching of 

targets’ preference for exceptions.  The first of these tested the targets’ trait evaluations 

of the transgressors.  At the multivariate level, significant interactions emerged for the 

predicted interaction of target preference for exception by exception use, mF(11,140) = 

1.92, p < .05, as well as a significant three-way interaction of hypothetical target 

condition, exception use, and target preference for exceptions, mF(11,140) = 1.87, p < 

.05.  However, no univariate effects emerged for either of these interactions, and so the 

three way interaction was examined at the multivariate level (see Table 28).  For both 

target conditions, targets whose preference to not hear an exception was matched rated 

the transgressor  more positively overall and less thoughtless, but also as more 

incompetent and immoral than did those whose preference wasn’t matched.  

Table 28: Study 3. Canonical variate means of trait evaluations by target condition, 
target preference for exceptions, and transgressor use of exceptions 

 

Another MANOVA looked at targets’ ratings of the transgression as a function of 

matching of exception preferences.  At the multivariate level, significant effects emerged 

  Target Religiosity Condition 

  Non-religious Religious 

Outcome Variable Exception 
Target Doesn't 

Want 

Target 

Wants 

Target Doesn't 

Want 

Target 

Wants 

Canonical Variate 

of Traits 

Absent 1.40(.29) 0.88(.20) 1.19(.34) 0.87(.23) 

Present 0.42(.47) 0.25(.47) 0.97(.42) 0.25(.32) 
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for the presence of exceptions, mF(8,143) = 1.72, p < .01, target preference for 

exceptions, mF(8,143) = 2.19, p < .05, and the interaction between hypothetical  target 

condition and the presence of exceptions, mF(8,143) = 2.81, p < .01. 

A univariate main effect of target preference for exceptions was obtained for 

ratings of how good the explanation was, with targets who wanted to hear exceptions 

rating the explanation as better (M = 5.56, SD = .24) than those who didn’t want to hear 

them (M = 4.65, SD = .29), F(1,143) = 5.74, p < .05, η2 = .04.  A univariate main effect of 

exception presence was revealed for target ratings of how representative the transgression 

was of the transgressors’ usual behavior, but this effect was qualified by an exception 

presence by hypothetical target condition interaction.  This interaction also significantly 

predicted target’s ratings of how good the explanation was evaluated (see Table 29).  For 

both ratings, simple main effects of exception presence emerged for targets in the non-

religious hypothetical target condition, (Good explanation: F(1,150) = 5.61, p < .05; 

Represent behavior: F(1,150) = 7.30, p < .01).  Contrary to expectations, even though 

targets who received exceptions (as compared to those who didn't) rated the explanations 

as better, they also thought that the transgression was more representative of the 

transgressors’ usual behavior. 

Finally, a MANOVA tested the effects of matching exceptions on punishments 

inflicted by targets. No multivariate effects emerged, but the predicted exception 

presence by exception preference interaction was examined at the univariate level. A 

significant univariate interaction of exception presence by exception preference emerged 
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for target ratings of their likelihood of speaking badly about the transgressor (see Table 

30). A simple main effect of exception presence was revealed for targets who had not 

wanted to hear exceptions, with those whose preference was matched indicating lower 

likelihood of speaking badly about the transgressor, F(1,150) = 6.88, p < .01. 

Table 29: Study 3. Means and univariate tests of target reactions by target condition 
and exception presence 

 
Table 30: Study 3. Means and univariate test of target likelihood of speaking badly 

of transgressors by exception presence and target preference for exceptions 

  Target Condition   

Outcome Variable Exception Non-religious Religious F η
2 

Good explanation 
Absent 4.52(.27) 5.16(.31) 

4.80* .03 

Present 5.88(.50) 4.85(.40) 

Represent behavior 
Absent 5.29(.23) 5.77(.26) 

4.22* .03 

Present 6.63(.44) 5.86(.35) 

Note:   *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
            Degrees of freedom are (1, 157). 

  Exception Preference 
  

Outcome Variable Exception Target Doesn't Want Target Wants F η
2 

Speak badly 
Absent 2.94(.36) 3.36(.25) 

4.13* .03 

Present 4.60(.52) 3.35(.47) 

Note:   *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
            Degrees of freedom are (1, 157). 
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4.3.7.4  Summary: Effects of matching targets’ desire for accounts 

Hypothesis 4—that targets would react more leniently when transgressors’ 

accounts matched their own preferences—was generally supported, at least when those 

accounts were excuses or exceptions.  Targets whose preferences for excuses were 

matched rated the transgressors and transgression more positively and were less likely to 

avoid transgressors than when their excuse preferences had not been matched.  This 

pattern emerged despite the finding that—at least for targets in the non-religious 

condition—targets whose excuse preferences were matched expected less improvement 

in behavior.  

Similarly, targets whose preferences for exceptions were matched rated the 

transgressors more positively overall and as less thoughtless, and indicted lower 

likelihood of speaking badly about the transgressor.  For those in the non-religious 

condition, targets whose exception preferences were matched rated the transgression as 

least representative of the transgressors’ overall level of respect and rated the explanation 

as better.  Yet matching exceptions had negative implications as well.  Targets saw 

transgressors who matched their exception wishes (as compared to those who didn't) 

more negatively on some traits and saw their  transgressions as more representative of 

usual behavior. 

The findings for the matching of justification preferences were not as expected.. 

Targets whose preferences for justifications were matched rated transgressors as more 
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immoral (in the non-religious condition) and more careless (in the religious-condition) 

than did targets whose preferences were not matched. 

4.4 Discussion   

Study 4 extended the findings of the previous studies on moral and morally-

relevant transgressions into the domain of religious transgressions.  Transgressors read a 

scenario in which they had committed a religious transgression and then gave accounts to 

hypothetical targets who were either high or low in religiosity.  Participant-targets—who 

themselves varied in religiosity—then read and responded to those accounts.  

Transgressors were expected to use fewer justifications and more excuses and 

exceptions when they were religious themselves (Hypothesis 1) and when they thought 

the target of their account was religious (Hypothesis 2).  Transgressor’s estimates of 

target’s reactions were expected to be more accurate and their accounts were expected to 

match targets account preferences better when the hypothetical target and actual target's 

religiosity levels were the same (Hypothesis 3).  Matching of targets’ preferences for the 

various account types was hypothesized to lead to more positive evaluations of the 

transgressors and transgression and to lesser penalties (Hypothesis 4).   

Hypothesis 1 was not supported.  Religious transgressors were no less likely to 

use justifications for a religious transgression than those low in religiosity.  Hypothesis 2 

was partly supported, in that transgressors who thought they were accounting to a 

religious target were more likely to use excuses and exceptions than were transgressors in 
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the non-religious target condition.  However, the proposed effect of religious target on 

justifications was not found. Transgressors were no less likely to use or say their 

statements were similar to justifications when accounting to religious targets. 

In general, Hypothesis 3 was not supported.  There was no consistent evidence 

that transgressors were better at estimating their target's reactions when that participant-

target's self-reported religiosity and the hypothetical target religiosity were the same.  

Transgressors' estimates of target reactions tended to be inaccurate.  Transgressors 

tended to overestimate how harshly targets would view and punish them, particularly 

when transgressors used excuses.  Transgressors thought that excuses would lead to more 

negative interpersonal consequences, when in fact, excuses led targets to react more 

positively.  These target reactions are consistent with research showing that targets react 

positively to excuses (Shaw et al., 2003) and suggest that  transgressors’ lay theories of 

excuses might be wrong.  

Furthermore, when it came to matching the account preferences of their targets, 

transgressors did not match the excuse or exception preferences of their targets better 

when those targets' religiosity matched that of the hypothetical targets.  Furthermore, 

matching between the religiosity levels of hypothetical and actual targets led to worse 

matching of justification preferences.  Transgressors tended to use justifications more 

when targets did not want to hear them, and vice versa, when their actual targets and 

hypothetical targets held the same levels of religiosity. 
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Finally, Hypothesis 4 was supported.  Transgressors who matched the preferences 

of their targets received less negative reactions and penalties than those who did not 

matched those preferences.  This was particularly true for transgressors who matched 

targets’ preferences for excuses and exceptions.  In these cases, matching account 

preferences led targets to rate the transgressors more positively on most traits, and rate 

the transgression as less representative of the transgressors’ general level of respect,. 

However, the matching of justification preferences also led targets to see the transgressor 

as careless and immoral.  Overall though, this study provided the strongest support for the 

prediction that targets respond favorably to transgressors who provide them with the 

accounts that they want to hear. 

As expected from past studies, transgressors who used excuses indicated 

increased likelihood of improving their behavior.  Behavior improvement was also more 

likely for religious transgressors than non-religious transgressors.  These findings suggest 

that religious transgressors perceived that the accounts alone were not enough to make up 

for their religious transgression.   
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5. Study 4: Interpersonal Closeness  

The fourth study looked at how interpersonal closeness affects the accounts that 

transgressors give and target’s reactions to those accounts.  Specifically, Study 4 explored 

whether interpersonal closeness leads to more effective accounting via a better 

understanding of the targets’ preferences for certain forms of accounts.  To examine this 

question, pairs of friends and pairs of strangers answered questions about hypothetical 

transgressions, accounts, and punishments.   

I expected that interpersonal closeness would be associated with better matching 

of target’s account preferences, which would in turn leading targets to react more 

leniently following a post-transgression account.  One potential limitation to this 

approach is that people may be more lenient when dealing with friends than with 

strangers, even if those friends have harmed them and given them accounts that they 

don’t like.  Thus, results showing that people impose fewer penalties on friends than on 

strangers could be interpreted as a general preference for friends over strangers rather 

than an effective accounting strategy by which friends better match targets’ desires.  To 

address this potential limitation, the study included a control group of friends who did not 

give an account for their transgression.  The control group provided a baseline of how 

targets treat transgressing friends before accounts are given.  
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5.1 Hypotheses 

5.1.1 Hypothesis 1 

Transgressors will be less likely to use justifications and more likely to use 

excuses or exceptions when speaking to friends than to strangers.  Presumably friend-

pairs—in which both members of the pair are invested in the relationship—would likely 

not want to minimize the importance or severity of a transgression that might damage that 

friendship.  This hypothesis mirrors the expectations of the previous studies, that 

transgressors who were personally invested in the transgression domain (or who thought 

the targets were) were expected to use fewer justifications.  Strangers, on the other hand, 

may feel more free to use justifications, as no personal relationship would be jeopardized 

by such an account. 

5.1.2 Hypothesis 2 

Transgressors’ explanations for a transgression will more closely match the 

account preferences of the target when the transgressors and targets are friends than when 

they are strangers.  Transgressors who give accounts to friends will also estimate the 

target’s emotional and behavioral reactions more accurately than will transgressors who 

offer accounts to strangers. 
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5.1.3 Hypothesis 3 

The closer that transgressors' accounts use matches the preference of the targets, 

the less negatively the targets will rate the transgressor and the less harsh the social, 

financial, and legal punishments imposed by targets will be.   

5.1.4 Hypothesis 4 

The effect of matching account preferences on lower punishments will exceed any 

baseline preferential treatment that targets give to friends over strangers.  Therefore, 

targets who receive an account from a friend should have more positive evaluations of 

and inflict lower punishments on transgressors who match the targets' account preference 

as compared to targets who do not receive an account from a friend. 

5.2 Methods 

5.2.1 Participants 

One hundred and forty people (50% women) participated in this study.  

Participants ranged in age from 18 to 61 (M = 25.5, SD = 10.22), and 29.3% had at least 

an Associate's Degree.    

One hundred and twenty-six participants were recruited through the Duke 

Interdisciplinary Initiative in Social Psychology community subject  pool and local fliers.  

Participants responded to online postings and fliers recruiting for a study of 

"Interpersonal Decisions" for which they would be paid $10.  All participants were told 
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that they were required to participate with a friend of the same sex, who would also be 

paid.  In addition, seven psychology students participated in the study for course credit, 

and brought friends who either also participated for credit or who were paid $10.  All 

participants completed the study on computers in individual testing rooms, using 

Qualtrics survey software.  

Participant pairs were randomly assigned to one of three conditions: friend-

account, friend-no account, or stranger conditions.  Some participants (n =12) showed up 

alone and were run in the stranger condition.  These participants did not differ in their 

ratings of interpersonal closeness to their hypothetical participation partner—as 

compared to participants in the stranger condition who showed up to the study with a 

friend—so all participants were included in these analyses.  An additional 32 participants 

were excluded because of experimenter error or because they or their partner failed to 

follow instructions (such as writing gibberish instead of account statements) and were not 

included in any analyses.  (This high number of participants who needed to be excluded 

was due mostly to the low level of literacy and computer experience of these individuals, 

who were recruited from the general community.)  

5.2.2 Procedure 

Members of each pair were told that the study would be staggered in that one 

person would start first (although they would both stay for 45 minutes).  They were 

allowed to decide as a pair which of them would start first.  That member was designated 

as the transgressor, and the other was assigned to be the target of the account.  The same 
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instructions and staggered order were used for pairs assigned to the stranger condition.  

However, the responses of these strangers were not paired with each other but rather with 

members of other pairs of strangers.  Thus, people in the stranger condition read the 

responses of a stranger, even though they had participated in the study with a friend. 

Once the first participant had finished, the second participant was started, with care taken 

to avoid any interaction between participants during the study session.  

All participants provided demographic information, and those in the friend-

account and friend-no account conditions were asked to provide the name of the friend 

who was participating with them in the study.  These participants were asked to think of 

that friend while responding to the questions that followed.  The friend's name was also 

piped into the text of any questions that asked specifically about the other member of the 

pair.  Participants in the stranger condition were asked to imagine a “typical stranger” 

when providing their responses.  All participants then completed measures of 

psychological closeness, moral development stage, and friendship self-worth (described 

below).  

Participants then read the transgression scenario.  In the scenario, participants 

were told to imagine that they were driving through a busy intersection and that they 

either crashed into the car in front of them or had their car crashed into by the person 

behind them.  Participants read the scenario from the perspective of the transgressor (the 

driver who ran into another car) or the victim of the transgression (the driver whose car 

was hit).  Those in the friend conditions read that the other driver was the friend with 
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whom they were participating.  Participants in the stranger condition read that the other 

driver was a stranger.   

Participants assigned to the transgressor role then wrote a list of statements of 

what they would say to the target (victim).  Those assigned to the target role read the 

statements that had been written by their study partner.  Targets in the friend-no account 

condition read the scenario but were not shown any statements.  All participants then 

completed the dependent measures before being compensated and debriefed. 

5.2.3 Materials 

Participants completed the demographic questionnaire and the DIT before moving 

on study-specific questionnaires.  Participants then filled out the Inclusion of Other in the 

Self scale to indicate interpersonal closeness with the target (IOS: Aron, Aron, & 

Smollan, 1992; Appendix B).  Participants also reported on the degree to which they use 

their friendships to assess their own self-worth, using a modified version of the Self-

Worth Scale (Friendship Self-Worth: Crocker, et al., 2003; Appendix B).   

5.2.3.1 Procedure for transgressors 

Transgressors read a hypothetical scenario in which they had committed a 

transgression that damaged the property of a friend or stranger (see Appendix C).  

Following the scenario, transgressors listed the statements that they would give in that 

scenario and indicated how close each type of account was to the statements that they 

would give (see Appendix D).  Following the design of the previous studies, 
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transgressors then rated how they and the target would react following the accounts 

(Appendix D).   

5.2.3.2 Procedure for targets 

Participants who were assigned to the target condition read the same hypothetical 

scenario as the transgressor but from the point of view of the victim of the transgression 

(Appendix C).  Following the scenario, they reported on their preference for each type of 

account.  Targets in the friend-account and stranger conditions were then shown the 

statement list written by the transgressor and were asked to rate how close each type of 

account was to the statements given by the transgressor (Appendix E).  Targets in the 

friend-no account condition were not shown the statement list and did not make similarity 

estimates.  As in the previous studies, targets then completed the dependent measures 

(Appendix E) before being debriefed.  

5.3 Results 

5.3.1 Manipulation check 

Scores on the Inclusion of Other in the Self Scale were first analyzed to test 

participants’ reports of interpersonal closeness with their participating partners.  The 

results confirmed that participants in the friend-account (M = 4.71, SD = 0.26), and 

friend-no account (M = 4.43, SD = 0.23), conditions rated themselves as interpersonally 

closer to their partners than did participants in the stranger condition (M = 3.06, SD = 
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0.27), F(2, 139) = 11.31, p’s < .001.  There was no effect of participant role (transgressor 

versus target) on interpersonal closeness ratings. 

5.3.2 Types of accounts 

The statements provided by the transgressors were coded by two raters who were 

blind to study condition.  Initial inter-rater reliability indicated moderate agreement 

(Cohen's Kappa = .62).  Any discrepancies were discussed between the raters until 

consensus was achieved.  

5.3.2.1 Presence of accounts 

These coded accounts were then analyzed.  The presence of each type of account 

(dichotomous: present or absent), as rated by coders, was analyzed in three separate 

logistic regression analyses with interpersonal closeness and target condition (stranger, 

friend) as predictors.  For these and all analyses based only on transgressors, the friend-

account and friend-no account conditions were collapsed into one friend condition 

because transgressors in both friend conditions thought that they were writing accounts 

that would be read by their friend.  In contrast to Hypothesis 1, these analyses revealed no 

effects of interpersonal closeness or target condition on the presence of any of the three 

types of accounts. 

As in the previous studies, these logistic regression analyses were rerun to test 

possible moderators, in this instance, moral development stage (as measured by the DIT) 

and friendship self-worth (FSW).  No moderating effects were found.  
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5.3.2.2 Similarity to prototypical accounts 

A one-way MANOVA (target condition: friend, stranger) examined how close the 

transgressors thought that their responses were to each of the three account examples 

(excuse, justification, and exception) but found no significant effects.  Again, neither 

moral development nor friendship self-worth moderated these effects. 

 These results were surprising, given that the previous studies found that 

transgressors were more likely to give excuses and exceptions to certain types of targets 

(i.e., those who were victims or who had questioned their behavior).  Here, the target of 

the account did not seem to affect the probability of transgressors using any of the three 

types of accounts and Hypothesis 1 was not supported.  

5.3.3 Transgressor reactions   

A MANOVA examined the effects of target condition (friend, stranger), excuse 

(present, absent), justification (present, absent), and exception (present, absent) on 

transgressors’ anticipated feelings toward themselves,  ratings of how responsible they 

were for the event,  ratings of the severity of the event’s consequences, ratings of the 

representativeness of their actions, and  likelihood of behavior improvement following the 

account.  No interactions were predicted, and so only main effects were included in the 

model.  

 A significant multivariate effect emerged for target friendship condition, mF(7, 

58) = 2.17, p < .05, but not for any of the account types.  Examination of the univariate 

effects of target friendship condition showed that those in the friend conditions (M = 
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7.63, SD = .34) felt more responsible for the crash than those in the stranger condition (M 

= 6.34, SD = .49), F(1, 68) = 10.29, p < .01.   

These results did not completely fit the hypotheses.  Based on the 

conceptualizations of each type of account, transgressors were hypothesized to report less 

responsibility for their behavior when giving an excuse, less severe consequences of their 

behavior in the presence of justifications, and less representativeness of the behavior 

when having offered an exception.  Yet, in this study, the forms of accounts were not 

related to these ratings.  Also, unlike Study 3 and the preliminary studies—in which 

excuses led to more anticipated behavior change ratings and exceptions predicted less 

intention to change behavior—the type of account given here did not seem to affect 

estimates of behavior improvement. 

5.3.4 Transgressor estimates of target reactions  

Next, three MANOVAs were run to examine transgressors' estimates of the 

target's (1) overall and trait-specific evaluations of the transgressor, ratings of the (2) 

responsibility, severity, and representativeness ratings, preference for the explanation, 

ratings of explanation appropriateness, behavior improvement expectations, and (3) 

likelihood of inflicting social, legal, and financial punishments.  Only main effects and 

two-way interactions of friendship condition and account were predicted, and so this 

MANOVA tested the main effects of friendship condition (friend, stranger), excuse 

(present, absence), justification (present, absent), and exception (present, absent) and the 

two-way interactions that included friendship condition. 
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5.3.4.1 Estimates of targets' trait evaluations 

The first MANOVA examined transgressors' estimates of how targets would view 

them. A multivariate main effect of friendship condition emerged, mF(11, 55) = 3.03, p < 

.01, but no significant effects of accounts were revealed.  Univariate effects revealed that 

participants who gave their accounts to friends expected the target to rate them more 

positively on a variety of traits than did those in the stranger condition (see Table 31).  

Table 31: Study 4. Means and univaraite tests of transgressor estimates of target  
reactions 

 Target Condition   

Outcome Variable Friend Stranger F η
2 

Overall Rating 5.72(.40) 4.20(.58) 9.92** .13 

Bad 3.20(.55) 6.72(.80) 28.74*** .30 

Cold 3.23(.48) 4.92(.70) 8.61** .12 

Incompetent 4.04(.64) 6.84(.92) 13.70*** .17 

Careless 5.29(.75) 8.45(1.09) 12.30*** .16 

Unintelligent 3.65(.58) 6.04(.84) 11.95*** .15 

Immoral 3.88(.47) 5.19(.68) 5.47* .07 

Thoughtless 4.62(.64) 7.12(.92) 10.84** .14 

Unethical 3.55(.48) 5.32(.69) 9.73** .13 

Unfair 3.51(.41) 4.69 (.60) 5.70** .07 

Legal Action 2.61(.47) 5.72(.70) 28.33*** .31 

Speak Badly 3.00(.38) 5.84(.57) 35.59*** .36 

Avoid Transgressor 2.85(.34) 6.36(.50) 70.94*** .52 

Note:  *p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
             Degrees of freedom are (1,69) for trait evaluation tests and (1,6t) for punishment tests.            
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5.3.4.2 Estimates of targets' transgression evaluations 

A second MANOVA tested the effects of target condition and account use on 

transgressors' estimates of target's ratings of the explanation; the event responsibility, 

severity, and representativeness; and the likelihood of behavior improvement.  No 

significant effects emerged.  

5.3.4.3 Estimates of target-imposed punishments 

A third MANOVA tested  transgressors’ estimates of the financial, legal, and 

social punishments that the target would impose.  Again, no significant multivariate 

effects for accounts were found, but a significant multivariate effect was revealed for 

friendship condition, mF(4, 59) = 25.56, p < .001.  Univariate effects showed that 

participants giving accounts to friends thought that the target would be less likely to 

pursue legal action, talk badly about the transgressor, and avoid the transgressor, as 

compared to those accounting to strangers (see Table 31). 

Despite expectations based on the preliminary studies (but echoing the findings of 

Studies  1 and 2), transgressors’ estimates of future behavior did not differ based on the 

accounts that they had used.  However, the consistent finding that transgressors expected 

better treatment from friends than strangers was expected.  People could reasonably 

anticipate that their friends would give them more leeway after misdeeds than would 

strangers.  The next step was to test whether these expectations were accurate. 
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5.3.5 Accuracy of transgressor estimates  

The accuracy of transgressor's estimates of target's (1) evaluations of the 

transgressor, and (2) the event, and (3) retributive reactions following accounts were 

assessed using repeated measures MANOVAs in which target condition (friend account, 

friend-no account, stranger) and use of each type of the three types of account were 

between-subject factors and participant role (transgressor, target) was treated as a within-

subjects factor to account for the yoked nature of the design.  Hypothesis 1 suggests that  

transgressors would estimate their friends’ responses more accurately than strangers’ 

responses.   

5.3.5.1 Accuracy of trait evaluation estimates 

The first MANOVA tested the accuracy of transgressors' estimates of targets' trait 

evaluations. At the multivariate level, a significant main effect was revealed for target 

condition, mF(22, 108) = 2.17, p < .01, as well as a significant interaction between 

participant role and target condition, mF(22, 108) = 1.67, p < .05.  Univariate main 

effects emerged for condition, showing that participants in the stranger condition rated 

transgressors more harshly on all traits than did participants in the friend conditions.  The 

exceptions were that strangers were rated as more unkind and more unfair than friends in 

the no-account condition, but not friends in the account condition (see Table 32). 
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Table 32: Study 4. Means and univariate tests of transgressor estimates of target 
trait evaluations and target's actual evaluations 

 Target Condition  

Outcome Variable Friend-account Friend-no account Stranger F 

Overall Positivity  6.09(.36) a 6.40(.34) a 4.92(.42) b 7.66*** 

Bad 2.94(.44) a 2.33(.42) a 5.92(.52) b 30.62*** 

Cold 3.01(.42) a 2.68(.40) a 4.79(.49) b 11.75*** 

Incompetent 3.61(.52) a 2.73(.49) a 6.07(.61) b 17.99*** 

Careless 4.77(.63) a 3.79(.60) a 7.75(.75) b 17.03*** 

Unkind 2.78(.43)  a,b 2.35(.41) a 3.84(.51) b 5.07*** 

Unintelligent 3.12(.48) a 2.62(.45) a 5.44(.56) b 16.03*** 

Immoral 3.36(.44) a 3.23(.42) a 4.93(.52) b 7.31*** 

Thoughtless 3.67(.51) a 3.24(.49) a 5.26(.60) b 6.94** 

Unethical 2.88(.44) a 2.83(.42) a 4.35(.52) b 6.03** 

Unfair 2.68(.43) a,b 2.67(.41) a 4.12(.51) b 5.89** 

Represent Carefulness  3.92(.42)a 5.41(.40) b 5.47(.44) b 7.66*** 

Represent Person 3.73(.47) a 5.07(.45) b 4.60(.55) a,b 30.62* 

Represent Behavior 3.51(.45) a 5.00(.43) b 4.52(.53) a,b 11.75** 

Behavior Improvement 7.32(.33)a,b 7.77(.32)a 6.67(.39)b 17.99** 

Legal action 2.00(.39)a 2.53(.35) a 4.56(.47)  b 17.54*** 

Speak badly 2.53(.35) a 2.10(.33) a 4.55(.42) b 21.25*** 

Note:    *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
            Means that share subscripts do not differ. 
            Degrees of freedom for trait evaluation tests are (2,63). 
            Degrees of freedom for transgression evaluation and punishment tests are (2,61). 
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            Only the overall positivity rating was qualified by a significant univariate 

interaction of target condition by participant role (see Table 33).  Simple main effects of 

participant role were revealed within the friend-account and stranger conditions, (Friend-

account: t(63) = 3.58, p < .001; Strangers: t(63) = 2.09, p < .05).  In both cases, targets 

rated the transgressors more positively than transgressors thought that they would.  A 

simple main effect of target condition also emerged for transgressors; transgressors in the 

friend-no account condition expected to be rated less harshly than did transgressors in the 

other conditions, F(2, 63) = 7.04, p < .01.  There was also a simple main effect of 

condition for  targets, in which targets rated strangers less positively than they did either 

of the friend groups, F(2, 63) = 4.99, p < .01. 

 Table 33: Study 4. Means of transgressor estimates of target reaction and target's 
actual reactions 

  Target Condition 
 

Outcome Variable 
Participant 

role 
Friend-account Friend-no account Stranger F 

Overall positivity 
Transgressor 5.11(.48) 6.19(.45) 4.24(.56) 

3.58* 

Target 7.06(.42) 6.60(.40) 5.59(.49) 

Avoid Transgressor 
Transgressor 2.68(.33) 1.96(.33) 5.53(.36) 

10.11*** 

Target 2.00(.36) 1.70(.35) 3.26(.29) 

Note:    *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
            Degrees of freedom for trait evaluation tests are (2,63). 
            Degrees of freedom for punishment tests are (2,61). 
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5.3.5.2 Accuracy of transgression evaluation estimates 

The second analysis tested the accuracy of transgressors' estimates of how targets 

would rate the transgression.  At the multivariate level, main effects emerged for target 

condition, mF(16, 110) = 3.58, p < .05, and participant role, mF(8, 54) = 2.29, p < .05.  

Univariate main effects of condition emerged for estimations of behavior improvement, 

and how representative the participants thought that the event was of the transgressor’s 

usual carefulness, overall character, and usual behavior (see Table 32).  Pairwise 

comparisons revealed that participants in the friend-no account condition thought that the 

transgressors were more likely to improve their behavior in the future as compared to 

those in the stranger condition.  In addition, participants in the friend-account condition 

thought that the event was less representative of the transgressor’s usual carefulness than 

did those in the friend-no account and stranger conditions.  Tukey’s tests also showed 

that participants in the friend-account condition also thought that the event was less 

representative of the transgressor’s character and usual behavior, as compared to 

participants in the friend-no account condition. 

Univariate main effects of participant role were also tested.  Targets rated the 

transgression as less severe and less representative of the transgressors’ character and 

usual behavior than transgressors thought they would.  Transgressors also overestimated 

how responsible targets would think they were for the transgression (see Table 34).  
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Table 34: Study 4. Means and univariate tests of transgressor estimates of target 
event evaluations and target's actual evaluations by participant role 

5.3.5.3 Accuracy of punishment estimates 

 In an analysis of the accuracy of transgressors' estimates of target-imposed 

punishments, multivariate main effects were revealed for target condition, mF(8, 118) = 

25.56, p < .001, and participant role, mF(4, 58) = 5.75, p < .001.  Multivariate 

interactions of target condition by participant role mF(8, 118) = 3.65, p < .001, and 

participant role by justification use, mF(4, 58) = 2.73, p < .05 also emerged.  

At the univariate level, main effects of condition emerged for likelihood of the 

target taking legal action against the transgressor, speaking badly about the transgressor, 

and avoiding the transgressor.  In all cases, planned comparisons revealed that 

participants expected harsher punishments between strangers as compared to friends (see 

 Participant Role  

Outcome Variable Transgressor Target F 

Responsible 7.55(.42) 5.62(.46) 8.12** 

Severe 6.00(.42) 4.38(.44) 7.07** 

Represent Person 5.23(.45) 3.46(.55) 7.41** 

Represent Behavior 7.73(.38) 6.77(.41) 7.17** 

Legal action 3.63(.49) 2.43(.40) 3.99* 

Speaking badly 3.97(.39) 2.15(.39) 12.20*** 

Note:    *p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
             Degrees of freedom for all tests are (1, 61). 
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Table 32).  Univariate main effects of participant role were revealed for the same 

outcomes, with transgressors overestimating the likelihood of target-imposed penalties 

(see Table 34). 

The main effects of condition and participant role on avoiding the transgressor in 

the future were qualified by a significant target condition by participant role interaction 

(see Table 34).  A simple main effect of participant role was revealed when the 

participants were strangers, such that transgressors overestimated the likelihood that 

targets would avoid them, t(61) = 3.01, p < .01.  A simple main effect of target condition 

was also shown within transgressors.  Strangers indicated a greater likelihood of targets 

avoiding the transgressor than did friends, t(61) = 5.47, p < .001. 

Avoidance of the transgressor was also predicted by a significant univariate 

participant role by justification presence interaction, F(1, 61) = 10.38, p < .01.  Simple 

effects tests revealed a significant simple main effect of justification presence within 

targets.  Targets who received a justification (M = 1.30, SD = .56) indicated that they 

were less likely to avoid the transgressor than were those who hadn't received a 

justification (M = 2.37, SD = .42), F(1, 61) = 4.60, p < .05.  There were also significant 

simple main effects of participant role within both levels of justification presence. 

Transgressors (Justification Present: M = 4.43, SD = .45; Justification Absent: M = 3.65, 

SD = .34) thought that targets would avoid them more than targets actually indicated they 

would (Justification Present: M = 1.30, SD = .56; Justification Absent: M = 2.37, SD = 

.42). 
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5.3.5.4 Summary: Accuracy of transgressor estimates of target reactions 

 Overall, trait evaluations and punishments between friends were less severe than 

between strangers.  In terms of evaluations of the transgression, only friends in the 

account condition rated the transgression more leniently than strangers.  Furthermore, 

targets tended to judge and treat transgressors more leniently than transgressors expected 

them to.  This difference may partly arise because transgressors overestimated how 

severe and representative of their behavior targets would rate the transgression and how 

much targets would hold them responsible for the transgression. 

The target condition by participant role interaction proposed by Hypothesis 2—in 

which transgressors would estimate their friends’ responses more accurately than 

strangers’ responses—was not generally supported.  The proposed interaction was 

significant only for ratings of overall positivity and for target’s likelihood of avoiding the 

transgressor.  The pattern was as expected for the avoidance question, in that 

transgressors in the stranger condition significantly overestimated avoidance, whereas 

those in the friend conditions did not.  However, in the case of overall positivity ratings 

of the transgressor, both transgressors in the friend-account condition and those in the 

stranger condition overestimated target’s negative evaluations.  

The finding of a participant role by justification interaction in which targets who 

received a justification were less likely to avoid the transgressor than those who hadn’t 

received one fits with previous research showing that people generally prefer any account 

over no account, even if they prefer excuses to justifications (Shaw et al., 2003). 
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5.3.6 Matching transgressor accounts and target account preferences 

If transgressors were better able to predict their friends' account preferences than 

strangers' preferences—following Hypothesis 2—then they should be more likely to give 

a specific account when they are talking to a friend who prefers that type of account.  The 

previous analyses did not show that interpersonal closeness led to increased accuracy in 

estimates of target reactions’, but friendship could still lead to better matching of account 

preferences.   

Using three logistic regression analyses, I tested the odds that transgressors used 

each type of account as a function of target condition (friend vs. stranger) and whether 

targets wished to be told that form of account.  A fourth logistic regression analysis had 

been planned to test the odds that transgressors said nothing as a function of target 

condition and whether targets wished for them to say nothing, but every transgressor 

provided at least one account.  Instead, a model was run to test the odds of transgressors 

using any of the three accounts in their statements, as a function of target condition and 

target’s preference for no explanation.  

Contrary to Hypothesis 2, no significant effects emerged for any of these four 

analyses, suggesting that transgressors are not better at matching the account preferences 

of their friends than of strangers. 
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5.3.7 Target reactions 

 A sixth set of analyses involved three sets of three (one for each type of account) 

3 (target condition: friend-account, friend-no account, stranger) × 2 (transgressor account: 

present, absent) × 2 (target preference: want, don't want) MANOVAs that assessed 

targets’ ratings of how they would (1) evaluate the transgressors overall and on specific 

traits, (3) evaluate the transgression and overall explanation, and (3) impose financial, 

legal, and social penalties on the transgressors.  A fourth group of MANOVAs tested how 

the matching between target preference to hear any form of account and transgressors use 

of accounts affected the outcomes. 

Hypothesis 3 predicted that targets would impose  harsher penalties on 

transgressors whose accounts did not match their own preferences.  As noted, this 

preference for matched accounts should be present even when controlling for general 

preferential treatment for friends over strangers, in that friends whose accounts match 

target preferences would be punished  least.   

5.3.7.1 Effects of matching targets’ desire for excuses 

The first set of MANOVAs tested the effects of matching targets' preference for 

excuses.  The first of these examined the effects of target friendship condition, excuse 

presence, target preference for excuses, and their interactions on trait evaluations.  Only 

the main effect of target condition emerged at the multivariate level, mF(22,96) = 1.82, p 

<.05.  Univariate tests revealed significant main effects of target condition on all traits 
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(see Table 35).  Tukey's tests showed that targets thought better of friends than of 

strangers on all traits.   

Table 35: Study 4. Means and univariate tests for target evaluations and 
punishments of transgressors by condition in models of matching excuse preferences 

 Target Condition   

Outcome Variable Friend-account Friend-no account Stranger F η
2 

Overall Positivity 6.19(.40)a 5.60(.35) a 4.56(.38)b 4.54* 0.12 

Bad 2.01(.49) a 2.03(.43) a 5.36(.47) b 17.41*** 0.33 

Cold 2.56(.51) a 2.60(.44) a 5.28(.49) b 10.51*** 0.25 

Incompetent 2.16(.55) a 2.31(.48) a 5.68(.53) b 14.37*** 0.29 

Careless 2.85(.62) a 3.06(.54) a 7.28(.59) b 18.17*** 0.37 

Unkind 2.48(.53) a 2.01(.46) a 4.94(.51) b 8.57*** 0.22 

Unintelligent 1.94(.49) a 2.13(.43) a 4.94(.43) b 13.18*** 0.27 

Immoral 2.17(.45) a 2.30(.39) a 4.56(.43) b 10.09*** 0.25 

Thoughtless 2.52(.62) a 2.63(.54) a 4.56(.59) b 3.80* 0.11 

Unethical 2.08(.44) a 2.24(.38) a 3.90(.42) b 5.86** 0.16 

Unfair 1.85(.54) a 2.12(.47) a 4.20(.51) b 6.37** 0.18 

Legal action 1.97(.41) a 2.33(.46) a 3.68(.39) b 5.18** .14 

Speak badly 1.77(.42) a 1.61(.36) a 3.75(.40) b 9.05*** .23 

Avoid transgressor 1.97(.50) a 1.86(.43) a 3.79(.47) b 5.42** .14 

Note:  *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
            Means sharing common subscript do not differ significantly. 
            Degrees of freedom for trait tests are (1,68). 
            Degrees of freedom for punishment tests are (1,69). 
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As in the previous studies, the predicted univariate interactions of excuse 

preference and excuse use were examined despite the non-significant multivariate effect. 

Significant interactions emerged for target ratings of how cold and immoral the 

transgressor was (see Table 36).  Simple main effects of excuse presence emerged for 

both traits when targets did not desire excuses, (Cold: F(1,57) = 5.24, p < .05; Immoral: 

F(1,57) = 4.14, p < .05).  Targets rated transgressors who matched their preference for no 

excuses more positively than those who gave an excuse against their wishes. 

Table 36: Study 4. Means and univariate tests of target reactions by excuse 
preference and transgressor use of excuses 

 

  Target Excuse Preference    

Outcome Variable Excuse Doesn't Want Wants F η
2 

Cold 
Absent 4.38(.51) 3.06(.61) 

4.91* .06 

Present 2.68(.61) 3.82(.56) 

Immoral 
Absent 3.72(.45) 2.63(.53) 

4.14* .05 

Present 2.40(.47) 3.29(.49) 

Represent person 
Absent 4.93(.56) 3.63(.66) 

4.18* .06 

Present 2.54(.59) 3.72(.62) 

Represent behavior 
Absent 4.63(.54) 3.58(.64) 

4.89* .06 

Present 2.44(.57) 4.00(.60) 

Note:  *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
            Degrees of freedom for trait tests are (1, 68). 
            Degrees of freedom for transgression tests are (1, 67). 
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The second MANOVA for excuses tested how targets rated the transgression 

when transgressors did versus did not match targets’ desire for excuses.  At the 

multivariate level, the proposed excuse presence by target excuse preference was 

marginally significant, mF(8,49) = 2.09, p = .06.  Univariate interactions emerged for 

ratings of how much the transgression was representative of the transgressor's overall 

character and usual behavior (see Table 36).  Simple main effects of excuse presence 

emerged for both ratings when targets did not want to hear excuses (Represent person: 

F(1,56) = 8.74, p < .01; Represent behavior: F(1,56) = 7.74, p < .01).  Interestingly, it 

was the targets whose preferences were not matched who rated the transgression as least 

representative of the transgressors’ character and behavior.  The third MANOVA tested 

how matching targets’ excuse preferences affected target-imposed punishments.  A 

significant multivariate main effect emerged for condition, mF(8,112) = 2.54, p < .01. 

Univariate tests and Tukey's comparisons revealed that targets were less likely to punish 

friends than strangers with legal action, speaking badly about them, or avoiding them (see 

Table 35).  

5.3.7.2 Effects of matching targets’ desire for justifications 

 MANOVAS examined the effects of matching target preferences for 

justifications.  The first of these, testing effects of justification matching on trait 

evaluations, found multivariate main effects of target condition, mF(22, 96) = 1.82, p < 

.05, and justification use, mF(11,47) = 2.56, p < .01.  Univariate tests and Tukey's 



 

146 

comparisons showed that strangers were rated more bad, cold, incompetent, careless, 

unintelligent, immoral, and negatively overall than friends (see Table 37).  

Table 37: Study 4. Means and univariate tests for target evaluations and 
punishments of transgressors by condition in models of matching justification 

preferences 

  

A multivariate main effect also emerged for the use of justifications on trait 

evaluations, mF(11,47) = 2.56, p < .05.  At the univariate level, this effect was significant 

for many traits, in all cases showing that targets rated transgressors who used 

justifications less harshly than those who didn’t use justification (see Table 38).  

 
Target Condition 

  

Outcome Variable 
Friend 

account 

Friend 

no account 
Stranger F η

2 

Overall Positivity  6.45(.36)a 5.80(.33) a 4.81(.41) b 4.52* .11 

Bad 2.21(.41) a 2.20(.38) a 4.65(.48) b 9.80*** .15 

Cold 2.77(.45) a 3.03(.42) a 4.70(.52) b 4.55* .10 

Incompetent 2.55(.46) a 2.48(.43) a 4.50(.53) b 5.12** .08 

Careless 3.28(.54) a 3.62(.50) a 6.59(.62) b 9.45*** .17 

Unintelligent 2.20(.39) a 2.22(.37) a 4.13(.56) b 6.59** .10 

Immoral 2.46(.42) a 2.58(.39) a 4.22 (.48) b 4.61** .12 

Legal action 1.92(.37) a 1.96(.34) a 3.53(.42) b 5.19** .13 

Speak badly 1.83(.36) a 1.59(.34) a 3.57(.42) b 7.49*** .16 

Note:    *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
             Means with matching subscripts do not significantly differ. 
             Degrees of freedom for all tests are (2,68). 
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Table 38: Study 4. Means and univariate tests for target evaluations of transgressors 
by justification presences in models of matching justification preferences 

  

 A MANOVA that tested the effects of matching justifications on targets' ratings 

of the transgression found no effects.  The last justification MANOVA tested how 

matching justifications affected punishments.  A multivariate main effect of target 

condition emerged, mF(8, 110) = 2.57, p < .01.  Univariate tests and Tukey's comparisons 

showed that targets were more likely to punish strangers—legally and by speaking badly 

about them—than friends (see Table 37).  

 
Justification   

Outcome Variable Absent Present F η
2 

Bad 3.62(.29) 2.42(.40) 6.02* .05 

Incompetent 4.03(.33) 2.33(.45) 9.51** .08 

Unkind 3.59(.33) 2.33(.45) 4.18* .05 

Unintelligent 3.66(.28) 2.04(.38) 11.72*** .09 

Thoughtless 3.89(.39) 2.43(.54) 4.84* .06 

Unethical 3.32(.26) 1.90(.35) 10.67** .12 

Unfair 3.06(.32) 1.91(.44) 4.46* .05 

Note:    *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
             Degrees of freedom for all trait univariate tests are (2,68). 
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5.3.7.3 Effects of matching targets’ desire for exceptions 

The next set of MANOVAS tested the effects of transgressors matching (vs. not 

matching) target preferences for exceptions.  The first MANOVA examined trait 

evaluations and found a  main effect of target condition, mF(22, 102) = 2.25, p < .01. As 

before, that friends were rated more positively than strangers (see Table 39). 

The second MANOVA tested the relationship between exceptions and how the 

transgressions were evaluated.  A multivariate main effect of target preference for 

exceptions emerged, mF(8,52) = 2.18, p < .05.  Univariate tests showed a main effect of 

targets’ preference for exceptions on estimates of behavior improvement, such that 

targets who wanted to hear an exception (M = 7.44, SD = .33) anticipated more behavior 

improvement than did those who did not wish to hear exceptions (M = 5.28, SD = .52), 

F(1,67) = 7.30, p < .01.  

The third MANOVA performed on punishments revealed a main effect of 

condition, mF(8, 118) = 2.73, p < .01.  Univariate tests showed that strangers were 

punished more harshly than friends (see Table 39).  
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 Table 39: Study 4. Means and univariate tests for target reactions by condition in 
models of matching exception preferences 

5.3.7.4 Effects of matching target’s desire for any accounts 

Finally, MANOVAs tested the effects of target preferences to hear no account and 

transgressor use of any form of account.  The first of these analyses examined target 

ratings of the transgressors on various traits but found no significant multivariate effects.  

 Target Condition   

Outcome Variable Friend 
account 

Friend 
no account 

Stranger F η
2 

Overall Positivity  6.62(.54)a 6.11(.39) a 4.31(.35) b 3.88* .09 

Bad 2.45(.70) a 1.95(.50) a 5.63(.45) b 16.68*** .32 

Cold 2.79(.72) a 2.54(.52) a  5.15(.47) b 5.57** .13 

Incompetent 2.61(.81) a 2.31(.59) a 5.75(.53) b 12.29*** .27 

Careless 3.79(.87) a 3.12(.63) a 7.29(.57) b 13.34*** .27 

Unkind 3.13(.72) a 1.90(.52) a 4.72(.47) b 5.52** .13 

Unintelligent 2.54(.70) a 2.10(.50) a 5.20(.45) b 14.13*** .30 

Immoral 3.06(.64) a 2.45(.47) a 4.43(.42) b 6.81** .17 

Unethical 2.85(.60) a 2.07(.44) a 3.70(.39) b 4.10* .11 

Unfair 2.43(.72) a 2.05(.52) a 4.09(.47) b 3.63* .09 

Legal action 1.58(.58) a 2.33(.41) a 3.64(.38) b 6.25** .17 

Speak badly 1.68(.58) a 1.52(.41) a 3.80(.38) b 9.97*** .24 

Avoid transgressor 1.71(.72) a 1.80(.51) a 3.72(.47) b 4.39* .12 

Note:    *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
             Means with matching subscripts do not differ. 
             Degrees of freedom for all trait univariate tests are (2,68). 
             Degrees of freedom for all punishment univariate tests are (1,69). 
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The hypothesized interaction of target preference to hear nothing and transgressor use of 

any accounts was significant for ratings of the transgressor's intelligence but not in the 

predicted direction (see Table 40).  A simple main effect of account presence was 

revealed in which targets whose preference for no accounts were matched rated the 

transgressors as less intelligent than those who had received an account despite not 

wanting to hear one, F(1,59) = 6.05, p < .05.  A simple main effect of target account 

preference emerged when no account had been given, with targets again rating 

transgressors who matched their preferences as less intelligent, F(1,59) = 5.21, p < .05. 

Table 40: Study 4. Means and univariate tests for target reactions by transgressors’ 
use of accounts and whether targets desired any accounts 

A MANOVA that tested the effects of target preference for hearing no accounts  

and transgressor use of any account on evaluations of the transgression found no effects.  

In contrast, a MANOVA that tested effects on punishments found many multivariate 

effects, including a main effect of target condition, mF(8,116) = 2.28, p < .05, a main 

effect of the use of any form of account, mF(4,57) = 2.28, p < .05, and an interaction 

  Target Account Preference  

Outcome Variable Account Presence Doesn’t Want Wants F η
2 

Unintelligence 
Absent 8.00(1.86) 3.67(.39) 

6.11* .05 
Present 2.83(.98) 2.72(.30) 

Payment 
Absent 1,000.00(250.27) 484.84(51.27) 

6.87** .10 
Present 290.33(181.90) 467.60(39.92) 

Avoid Transgressor 
Absent 4.00(1.85) 2.63(.38) 

4.24* .05 
Present 5.83(.97) 2.26(.30) 

Note:    *p < .05. ** p  < .01. *** p < .001. 
             Degrees of freedom for all tests are (1,69).       
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between targets’ desire to hear nothing and transgressors’ use of any account, mF(4,57) = 

4.09, p < .01.  

Examination of univariate effects revealed a main effect of target condition on the 

likelihood of  legal action, such that targets were more likely to pursue legal action 

against strangers (M = 4.25, SD = .61) than friends in the account (M = 2.00, SD = .48) or 

no account (M = 2.13, SD = .62) conditions, F(2,69) = 4.18, p < .05. 

A univariate main effect was revealed for transgressors’ use of accounts on the 

amount of money targets expected the transgressor to pay for damages.  However, this 

main effect was qualified by an interaction between transgressors’ use of accounts and 

whether targets desired any accounts (see Table 40).  A simple main effect of target 

preference emerged within pairs in which transgressors had given an account, F(1,60) = 

6.29, p < .05.  Targets who preferred not to hear an account expected transgressors to pay 

less following an account than did those who preferred to hear some sort of explanation. 

In addition, a simple main effect of the presence of accounts for targets who didn’t want 

to hear an account showed that transgressors who matched this preference for an account 

were expected to pay more than those who had not, F(1,60) = 4.07, p < .05. 

A significant interaction between transgressor’s use of accounts and target’s 

preference not to hear an account also emerged for likelihood of targets avoiding the 

transgressor (see Table 40).  Targets who wished to hear nothing but had received an 

account were more likely to avoid the transgressor than those whose preference had been 

matched, F(1,60) = 12.34, p < .001. 
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5.3.7.4 Summary: Matching targets’ desire for accounts 

These analyses showed mixed support for Hypothesis 3, the expectation that 

targets would treat transgressors who matched targets’ preferences for various kinds of 

accounts more positively than transgressors whose accounts did not match target 

preferences.  In line with Hypothesis 3, targets whose wish not to hear excuses was 

matched rated the transgressor less cold and less immoral than transgressors who offered 

an excuse.  Similarly, targets who wished not to hear any accounts indicated that they 

would be less likely to avoid the transgressor if that desire was matched than if they were 

given an account against their wishes.  

However, matching targets’ account preferences did not always lead to positive 

outcomes.  Targets whose preferences for no excuses had been matched rated the 

transgressors more positively, but they also thought the transgression was more 

representative of the transgressor’s character and usual behavior.  Targets whose wish to 

hear no accounts were matched avoided the transgressors less, but they also rated the 

transgressors as less intelligent and wanted them to pay more in damages.  No evidence 

was revealed to suggest that targets treated transgressors differently when those 

transgressors matched their preferences for justifications or exceptions.  

Hypothesis 4—that matching targets’ preferences would affect friends who gave 

an account more than friends who didn’t give an account--was not generally supported. 

The most consistent finding was that targets were less likely to rate friends negatively and 
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to punish friends than strangers regardless of whether or not they had seen an explanation 

from those friends.   

5.4 Discussion 

Study 4 examined the interpersonal effects of matching versus not matching 

transgressors’ accounts to targets' preferences.  By comparing pairs of transgressors and 

targets who were friends versus strangers, the study tested predictions that:  transgressors 

would alter their account strategies based on their interpersonal closeness to their target 

(Hypothesis 1), transgressors would match friends’ account preferences more strangers’ 

(Hypothesis 2), greater matching would lead to less negative reactions by targets 

(Hypothesis 3), and this effect would go beyond any baseline preferential treatment of 

friends (Hypothesis 4).  

Hypothesis 1, that transgressors would give fewer justifications and more excuses 

and exceptions to friends than to strangers, was not supported.  Hypothesis 2, that 

transgressors’ accounts would match friend’s preferences more than strangers’, was not 

generally supported.  Indeed, this pattern was only found for estimates of how much the 

target would avoid the transgressor.  Strangers (but not friends) overestimated how much 

the target would avoid the transgressor following the transgression.  Furthermore, no 

significant effects emerged for the degree to which transgressors matched target’s 

account preferences.  Thus, people were not better at matching the account preferences of 

friends than of strangers. 
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Despite the fact that transgressors did not match friends’ account preferences 

more than strangers’ preferences, transgressors (regardless of their relationships to the 

target) were sometimes rewarded when they matched the target’s account preferences. 

Specifically, and in line with Hypotheses 3, targets rated transgressors who matched their 

excuse preference less cold and immoral than transgressors who did not match their 

preference for excuses.  And targets who wanted no accounts at all indicated a lower 

likelihood of avoiding transgressors who provided no accounts. 

Yet, in an equally large number of analyses, matching account preferences led to  

harsher ratings and punishments.  Matching excuse preferences led targets to rate 

transgressions as more representative of the transgressors’ character and usual behavior.  

And transgressors who matched targets’ preference to hear no accounts were seen as less 

intelligent and were expected to pay more in damages.  Finally, Hypothesis 4—that this 

effect would be different for friends who did versus did not receive an account —was not 

supported.  

Consistent and robust effects of interpersonal closeness emerged throughout these 

analyses.  In almost every case, participants expected more positive outcomes between 

friends than between strangers.  Both transgressors and targets reported that targets would 

rate strangers more negatively than friends following the transgression.  Participants also 

expected targets to punish strangers more harshly than friends.  Interestingly, although 

targets thought and acted more negatively toward strangers than friends, they did not 

react as harshly as transgressors expected.  Transgressors in all target conditions tended 
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to overestimate how severely targets would judge and punish them following the account. 

This pattern may have occurred because transgressors overestimated the degree to which 

targets thought that the event was severe and representative of the transgressor and the 

degree to which targets held transgressors responsible for the crash. 

Secondary hypotheses were tested about the conditions under which participants 

would use excuses, justifications, and exceptions and the consequences of using each, 

based on the findings of the preliminary studies and past research.  Although findings 

from previous studies showed that transgressors alter their accounts based on the targets 

of their account, no such effects were found in Study 4.  Also somewhat surprisingly, the 

use of accounts did not make transgressors feel less responsible for the transgressions, 

nor did it make them rate the event as less severe, nor did it make them rate the event as 

any less representative of the transgressor.  Finally, transgressors’ estimates of behavior 

improvement were not affected by the accounts that they used.  This finding contrasted 

with the preliminary studies, which found that excuses predicted more (and exceptions 

predicted less) behavior improvement.  

Interestingly, targets in this study rated transgressors more positively on many 

traits when the transgressor had offered a justification than when no justification was 

given.  No such effect was found for excuses, even though previous research had shown 

that targets prefer excuses, compared to justifications (Shaw et al., 2003).  Thus, excuses 

were predicted to lead to more positive ratings, whereas justifications were expected to 
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lead to more negative ratings.  This unexpected preference for justifications did not, 

however, extend to more lenient penalties for transgressors who gave justifications. 

Thus, the findings of this study largely did not support the hypotheses or replicate 

the effects found in previous research.  The differences in the interpersonal dynamics 

between friends and strangers may have been so strong that they swamped any other 

effects of accounts in this study.  Alternatively, a relatively rare and severe transgression 

such as a car accident may have constrained the way that participants felt in this study by 

limiting both the types of accounts given and the reactions following those accounts.  
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6. General Discussion 

Four studies were conducted to measure how transgressors choose among 

different forms of accounts—excuses, justifications, and exceptions—and how those 

accounts are then received by targets.  In each study, participants were assigned to the 

role of a transgressor (someone who had committed a transgression) or of a target 

(someone who had witnessed the transgression).  Transgressors provided written 

statements of what they would say to the target, and then targets were shown and reacted 

to those actual written statements.  By examining information obtained from both 

transgressors and their targets, I hoped to gain a nuanced view of the account-giving 

process and the ways in which it might operate in interpersonal interactions. 

6.1 Evaluation of Hypotheses 

Four major hypotheses were tested for each study.  First, transgressors were 

expected to give fewer justifications (and more excuses and exceptions) when they were 

personally invested in the domain in which the  transgression occurred—that is, when 

they were moral absolutists (Study 1), environmentalists (Study 2), religious (Study 3), or 

friends with the targets (Study 4). Second, transgressors were expected be less likely to 

use justifications (and more likely to use excuses and exceptions) when they imagined 

accounting to a target who was personally invested in the transgression domain.  Third, 

transgressors were expected to be more effective at estimating target reactions and 

matching the account preferences of their targets when they were imagining a 
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hypothetical target who held the same values as their participant-target (Studies 1-3) or 

when the target was a friend instead of a stranger (Study 4).  Fourth, transgressors who 

gave accounts that matched targets’ account preferences were expected to be evaluated 

more positively and punished less severely than transgressors who didn’t match those 

preferences.  

The first hypothesis was that transgressors who were personally invested in the 

transgression domain would be less likely to use justifications (and more likely to use 

other forms of accounts).  This pattern was hypothesized because a justification—an 

argument that the transgression was not as severe or important as it might appear—

should be harder for transgressors to accept when they believe strongly about the 

transgression domain or interpersonal relationship.  However, this hypothesized finding 

was found only in Study 2, in which transgressors who were high in environmentalism 

were less likely to use justifications and to say that their statements were similar to 

justifications.  As expected, transgressors in Study 2 who held pro-environmental 

attitudes also indicated that they would feel worse about themselves following their 

environmental transgression.  However, in all other studies, the personal values or 

attitudes of the transgressors did not predict their choices of accounts or their 

expectations about how they would feel and react following the account.  

The second hypothesis was that transgressors would be less likely to use 

justifications (and more likely to use other forms of accounts) when speaking to friends 

or to targets who they believed valued the transgression domain.  Transgressors could 
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presumably anticipate that someone who cared deeply about a domain would not react 

favorably to a justification (because it downplayed the importance of a transgression in 

that domain) and so would compensate by giving excuses or exceptions instead.  This 

hypothesis was somewhat supported.  Transgressors were less likely to use justifications 

and to report that their statements were similar to justifications when they were 

accounting for a moral transgression to moral absolutists (Study 1).  Instead, they tended 

to report that their statements resembled excuses.  In addition, transgressors in Study 3 

were more likely to use excuses and exceptions when accounting to religious than 

nonreligious targets for religious transgressions.  Yet, contrary to Hypothesis 2, 

justification use was not predicted by the identity of the hypothetical target in Studies 2, 

3, or, 4. 

The third hypothesis stated that transgressors would better match the account 

preferences of their targets and better estimate their targets’ reactions when their yoked 

participant-target was similar in value to the hypothetical target they were imagining 

(Studies 1-3).  If transgressors tailored their accounts and estimates of target reactions to 

suit specific targets, then accounts and estimates should be better matched when the 

actual target was similar to the hypothetical target.  In Study 4, friends were expected to 

match targets preferences and estimate targets’ reactions better than strangers, because 

friends had more knowledge than strangers about the targets’ idiosyncratic preferences.  

This hypothesized pattern was not generally supported in terms of the matching of 

account preferences.  Not surprisingly, transgressors’ estimates of how targets would 
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evaluate and treat them were consistently affected by the identity of the target. 

Transgressors tended to expect harsher judgment and punishments from moral absolutists 

(Study1), environmentalists (Study 2), religious targets (Study 3), and strangers (Study 4) 

than from moral relativists, non-environmentalists, non-religious targets, and friends, 

respectively.  However, these expectations were not always accurate. 

In Study 1, transgressors did match targets' preferences for excuses best when 

they correctly believed that the target of their account was morally strict.  However, this 

effect was limited to the matching of excuses, and transgressors were not better at 

matching justification or exceptions preferences when target condition and target 

relativism matched.  Furthermore, in Study 3, transgressors whose hypothetical and 

actual targets were matched in religiosity levels were less likely to match target 

preferences for justifications.  Transgressors tended to use justifications more when 

targets did not want to hear them, and vice versa, when their actual and hypothetical 

targets were equally religious.  This finding is particularly difficult to interpret given that 

transgressors' overall use of justifications in this study was not predicted by the religiosity 

level of their hypothetical target.  Thus, this finding was likely spurious, as transgressors 

had no way of knowing their targets' actual preferences for justifications beyond their 

religiosity level.  

Yet, some evidence supported Hypothesis 3 in the pattern of inaccurate 

estimations of targets’ reactions.  Goffman (1955) suggested that people generally expect 

the worst possible outcome from transgressions.  Even if the transgression is fairly minor, 
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transgressors tend to overestimate how badly they will be viewed and make remedial 

efforts in accordance with this "worst case reading" of the situation (Leary & Kowalski, 

1995).  The findings from the current studies supported this idea.  For example, 

transgressors in Study 4 overestimated how severely both strangers and friends would 

judge and punish them following the account.  Furthermore, strangers (but not friends) in 

Study 4 overestimated how much the target would avoid the transgressor following the 

transgression.  These effects may have occurred partly because transgressors 

overestimated the degree to which targets thought that the event was severe and that it 

was a fair representation of the transgressor and the degree to which targets held 

transgressors responsible for the crash.  

In Study 1, transgressors overestimated how negatively morally flexible 

participant-targets would rate them.  This finding may have occurred because the 

hypothetical targets (to whom transgressors imagined accounting) were more morally 

strict than the actual targets in this condition.  Furthermore, transgressors overestimated 

how likely participant-targets of all moral relativism levels were to punish them. 

Similarly, transgressors in Study 2 who thought they were accounting to environmentalist 

targets overestimated (and transgressors in the non-environmentalist target condition 

underestimated) how much participant-targets would judge and punish them.  Thus, some 

evidence suggests that transgressors were inaccurate in their estimates of target reactions, 

especially when imagining targets who held views that differed from the actual targets to 

whom they gave their accounts.  As hypothesized, when transgressors imagined targets 
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who held different values than their actual yoked targets, their estimates of those targets 

reactions were less accurate.  As Goffman (1959) would have predicted, transgressors 

were more likely to overestimate negative reactions from targets than to underestimate 

them, thus displaying a worst case reading of the consequences of transgressions.  

Finally, the fourth hypothesis predicted that targets would impose less severe 

penalties on transgressors who matched their account preferences.  Some evidence 

emerged to support this hypothesis.  Transgressors who matched target preferences for 

excuses were rated as less cold (Study 4), immoral (Studies 3 and 4), and thoughtless 

(Study 3) than transgressors who did not match those preferences.  Similarly, targets in 

Study 3 whose preferences for exceptions were matched rated the transgressors more 

positively overall and as less thoughtless, thought that the transgression was less 

representative of the transgressors’ overall level of respectfulness, rated the explanation 

as better, and indicted lower likelihood of speaking badly about or avoiding the 

transgressor.  Targets in Study 2 whose justification preferences were matched rated the 

transgressor as less bad and cold, rated the explanation as more appropriate and indicated 

that they would be less likely to alert authorities to the transgression than those whose 

preferences weren’t matched.  Targets who received the type of accounts that they 

wanted may have been mollified by this matching.  Even if the transgression was 

unwelcome, the account following that transgression was desired, so targets approved of 

at least some of the information that they received.  
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Yet matching account preferences did not always lead to more positive reactions, 

especially in the case of justifications.  Transgressors who matched target preference for 

justifications were seen as more careless (Studies 2 and 3) and immoral (Study 3) than 

those who didn’t match targets’ justification preference.  Targets in Study 2 also rated the 

explanations as worse and thought that the transgressors were less likely to improve their 

behavior when their preferences for justifications were matched.  Matching excuses and 

exceptions also predicted negative outcomes in some instances.  Targets expected less 

behavior improvement (Study 3) and rated transgressions as more representative of the 

transgressors’ character and usual behavior (Study 4) when their preferences for excuses 

were matched.  Targets in Study 3 saw transgressors who matched their exception 

preferences (as compared to those who didn't) as more incompetent and immoral and 

rated the transgression as more representative of the transgressors’ usual behavior. 

Finally, targets in Study 4 viewed transgressors as less intelligent and expected them to 

pay more in damages when their preference to hear no accounts was matched.  No 

evidenced emerged to support the hypothesis in Study 4 that preferential treatments of 

transgressors who matched target preferences would go beyond a general trend to treat 

friends better than strangers. 

6.2 Effects of Excuses, Justification, and Exceptions 

In addition to the hypotheses regarding the matching of accounts, these studies set 

out to replicate past findings about the antecedents and consequences of excuses, 
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justifications, and exceptions.  First, targets were expected to react positively to any form 

of account, but especially to excuses, given past research showing that targets prefer 

excuses over justifications (Shaw et al., 2003).  

In line with this expectation, targets reacted favorably to excuses in Study 3, 

rating transgressors who used excuses as more positive overall, and as more kind, ethical, 

and fair following excuses than those who did not give an excuse. Surprisingly, this 

positive effect of excuses was not replicated in the other studies.  This effect of excuses 

may have only worked in Study 3 because the transgression in this study (mocking a 

religion) might have been the easiest to explain away.  Unlike the objective behaviors 

witnessed as transgressions in the other studies (taking money, pouring paint down a 

sewer, or causing a car accident), the meaning behinds words is fairly subjective, and 

thus may have been more amenable to arguments transgression was unintended. 

Targets also reacted positively to justifications.  Targets in Study 4 saw 

transgressors who used a justification as less bad, incompetent, unkind, unintelligent, 

thoughtless, unethical, and unfair than those who did not justify their behavior.   

Yet, justifications did not always lead to positive ratings.  Targets in Study 2 rated 

transgressors who gave justifications as more negative overall, and as more cold, 

careless, and unethical than those who did not give justifications.  Targets in Study 1 

thought that explanations that included justifications were worse and were less 

appropriate than explanations without justifications.  Even when justifications led to 

positive reactions, they were not always as positive as transgressors thought they would 
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be.  In Study 1, transgressors who gave justifications overestimated how much these 

accounts would get them off the hook; they thought targets would be less likely to make 

them pay back the cashier than they actually were.  Thus, targets seemed ambivalent 

about the use of justifications, appreciating them in the car crash scenario but otherwise 

generally disdaining them.   

Second, the specific forms of accounts were expected to lead to particular 

outcomes.  Past research and the definitions of each form of accounts suggested that both 

transgressors and targets should rate the transgressor as less responsible for the 

transgression following an excuse.  Participants were also expected to see the 

transgression as less severe following a justification and as less representative of the 

transgressor following exceptions.  These patterns did emerge in some studies. 

Transgressors in Study 1 who used exceptions expected targets to rate the transgression 

as less representative of their overall honesty, overall character, and usual behavior than 

when no exception was given.  Similarly, transgressors in Study 3 who used exceptions 

thought that the transgression was less representative of them as a person, although they 

didn’t expect targets to share that view.  Transgressors who used justifications in Study 2 

thought that their transgression was less severe, in line with the definition of 

justifications.  However, in no studies did the use of excuses predict lower ratings of 

transgressor responsibility for the transgression.  Put simply, excuses did not work in 

reducing perceived responsibility.  
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Even so, an interesting pattern emerged of the effects of excuses on ratings of 

behavior improvement and avoidance of the target.  Based on the preliminary studies, 

transgressors were expected to indicate a greater likelihood of improving their behaviors 

following excuses (because excuses imply that the behavior is worth improving, but that 

it could simply not be avoided in this particular context) and a lower likelihood following 

exceptions (because exceptions work by pointing out how the transgressor is generally 

good, despite this one misdeed, and thus no improvement is necessary).  No such pattern 

was found for exceptions.  However, the use of excuses did predict anticipated behavior 

improvement in Study 3.  In Study 2, transgressors who used excuses didn’t indicate 

greater likelihood of improving their behavior, but they did say that they would be more 

likely to avoid the target in the future.  This finding suggests that transgressors 

anticipated feeling bad (or at least awkward) about the transgression even after giving an 

excuse.    

In Study 1, excuses predicted transgressors' ratings of the likelihood of improving 

their behavior in the future but only for transgressors who were morally strict.  Moral 

absolutists believe that moral rules hold true regardless of context or situational 

constraints and would thus be unlikely to believe that a situational constraint—as argued 

in an excuse—would be enough to atone for a moral transgression (Forsyth, 1980). 

Similarly, religious transgressors in Study 3 were more likely than non-religious 

transgressors to indicate that they would improve their behavior, presumably also because 

they didn’t believe that accounts alone could make up for a religious transgression.  
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Transgressors who were high in religiosity also said that they were more likely to avoid 

the target following the transgression, possibly because they would feel more ashamed 

about their misdeed than non-religious targets.  Shame for transgressions has been tied to 

avoidance, and it seems likely that religious transgressors in Study 2 were more prone to 

shame, particularly for religious transgressions (Tangney & Dearing, 2002).  In brief, 

among transgressors, there seems to be some relationship between excuse use, anticipated 

behavior improvement, and avoidance of account targets.  As transgressors tend to use 

excuses for transgressions in domains they find to be personally important, they are also 

less likely to see any form of account as sufficient to make up for that transgression. 

Thus, they feel the need to improve their behavior and tend to avoid the target of that 

account due to feelings of shame. Future research should address this potential 

relationship further.  

6.3 Limitations 

Although these studies addressed important questions about the use and response 

to accounts and replicated some of the past research, they were limited in several 

respects.  First, the studies were limited in that participants read hypothetical scenarios 

rather than committing (or witnessing) real transgressions.  This method was chosen both 

to control the parameters of the transgressions and because leading people to commit 

potent, meaningful transgressions in controlled experiments is difficult and ethically 

questionable.  However, using scenarios sacrifices ecological validity.  Future research on 
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accounts should find ways to examine the accounts that people give and react to for 

actual transgressions, as people may act differently in real situations than when in 

relatively non-dramatic context of a scenario study.   

A second limitation to the current studies is that causal direction of accounts and 

anticipated consequences is hard to interpret for transgressors.  For example, exceptions 

might have led transgressors to think that the transgression was not representative of 

them.  Equally plausible, however, is that people who didn’t think the transgression was 

representative of them in the first place were more likely to use exceptions.  Participants 

in these studies were not randomly assigned to give one account or another, so causal 

direction cannot be determined with confidence.  This has important practical 

implications.  For example, these studies suggest that leading people to give excuses may 

be one method to increase behavior improvement.  However, this conclusion is true only 

if excuses cause behavior change (rather than the other way around).  

On the other hand, the direction of causality for targets is more reasonable to 

interpret, because targets were assigned to read a particular yoked explanation that 

included (or did not include) the specific types of accounts.  Therefore, any associations 

between accounts and target reactions to those accounts can be reasonably assumed to be 

causal, in that the accounts led to the reactions. 

Third, these studies were limited to four specific transgressions (keeping money 

unjustly, dumping paint down a sewer, mocking a religion, and causing a car accident) 

that may not have been prototypical of the four domains of these studies.  For example, 
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though dumping paint down a sewer drain is an environmental transgression, it may not 

be the type of transgression that is most upsetting to environmentalists.  Someone who is 

high in environmentalism may be more concerned about climate change, for example, 

than water contamination.  Or someone high in religiosity may not care so much about a 

religion being mocked but would react strongly to the desecration of a holy text.  Thus, 

the correspondence between participants' general values regarding these domains and the 

specific incidents in question may not have been strong.  However, if anything, this lack 

of correspondence between transgressions and values would presumably deflate rather 

than inflate the strength of these findings.  

6.5 Future Directions 

These studies answered some questions about the use of and reactions to 

accounts, but they also raised several more questions.  The findings from these studies 

suggest that people might benefit from increased understanding of other people’s account 

preferences.  Future research should explore whether some people who possess certain 

personality traits (such as being high in empathy or low in egocentrism) are better at 

anticipating their targets’ account preferences and post-account reactions and whether 

this is a skill that can be taught.  Another possibility is that large scale audience 

segmentation work (such as is commonly used in communication research) could show 

whether certain types of people prefer certain forms of accounts and teach people to use 

accounts that will satisfy those audiences.  Eventually, these interventions could even 



 

170 

become a form of public relations or self-help strategy, wherein transgressors are guided 

to offer certain forms of accounts that will maximize their positive post-transgression 

outcomes.  

Another possible application of accounts is the prevention of accounts that limit 

behavior improvement.  Assuming that a causal relationship between certain accounts 

and later behaviors can be shown, public service campaigns might wish to encourage the 

use of excuses, as this research showed that excuses are associated with greater intentions 

to improve behavior.  These campaigns should also discourage the use of justifications 

and exceptions.  For example, messages could include information about the behavior in 

question’s severe consequences (to avoid justifications) and the importance of avoiding 

transgressions in every single instance (to avoid exceptions).  However, before such 

campaigns are attempted, research must show that accounts directly influence behavior 

change intentions and that actual behaviors (not just self-reported intentions) are affected 

by accounts. 

Another underexplored issue is the relationship between accounts and apologies. 

Apologies are often mentioned in the same taxonomies as accounts, yet we still don't 

know how apologies are used in tandem with account strategies (Schlenker, 1980; 

Tedeschi & Reis, 1981).  For example, targets may prefer excuses partly because excuses 

are usually paired with apologies, whereas justifications are not.  Although apologies 

were not coded or addressed in these studies, they were present in many transgressors’ 

accounts, and a fuller picture of post-transgression remedial tactics should include this 
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interplay.  Future research should explore whether apologies moderate the effects of 

excuses, justifications, and exceptions.  

6.4 Conclusion 

This was the first series of studies that tested accounts from both the 

transgressors’ and targets’ point of view and was thus the first to address the question of 

accuracy in transgressors’ predictions of targets’ reactions to accounts.  Transgressors in 

the studies did at times alter their accounts depending on who they were accounting to, 

replicating past research (Toner & Leary, under review).  However, transgressors were 

fairly inaccurate in their estimates of how targets would react to them, and they were not 

very good at matching the account preferences of their targets.  When they did match 

those preferences (whether by design or by pure chance), they were often viewed more 

positively and suffered fewer penalties.   

The study of accounts has been dormant for several years despite a wealth of 

questions yet to be answered.  As Goffman (1955) noted, social interactions and 

relationships require that people maintain their “face” and public reputation.  Yet, people 

regularly behave in ways that damage their image and reputation and must find ways to 

explain their actions in ways that both restore their face and repair any relationships that 

have been damaged.  Accounts serve that purpose, helping to smooth interpersonal 

relationships in the face of everything from trivial incidents (like stepping on someone's 

foot) to major catastrophes (such as causing a devastating oil spill).  Covey (1989) may 
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have been right that transgressors cannot fully talk themselves out of problems they've 

behaved themselves into, but that doesn't mean they won't try or that they won't enjoy 

some limited face-saving success.  Understanding how and why people choose among 

accounts and identifying the consequences of various strategies is necessary to know how 

people navigate their imperfect social worlds.   
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Initial Questionnaires in All Studies 

Part 1 Demographic Questionnaires 

What is your age?   _____________ 
 
What is your sex? 
 ___Male  
 ___Female   
 
What is your occupation?____________________________________________ 
 
What is the highest level of education you have completed? 

Some high school 
High school or GED 
Associates degree 
Bachelor’s degree (4 year college) 
Graduate degree 

 

Part 2 Moral Stages Questionnaires 

Defining Issues Test (DIT: Rest, et al., 1999) – shortened 

This questionnaire is concerned with how you define the issues in a social problem. Two 
stories about social problems will be described. After each story, there will be a list of 
questions. The questions that follow each story represent different issues that might be 
raised by the problem. In other words, the questions/issues raise different ways of judging 
what is important in making a decision about the social problem. You will be asked to 
rate and rank the questions in terms of how important each one seems to you. 
 
Further, the questionnaire will ask you to rank the questions in terms of importance. Not 
that some of the items may seem irrelevant to you or not make sense to you—in that case, 
rate the item as “No” importance and do not rank the item.  Finally, you will be asked to 
state your preference for what action to take in the story. After the story, you will be 
asked to indicate the action you favor. 
 
The Escaped Prisoner 
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A man had been sentenced to prison for 10 years. After one year, however, he escaped 
from prison, moved to a new area of the country, and took on the name of Thompson. For 
eight years he worked hard, and gradually he saved enough money to buy his own 
business. He was fair to his customers, gave his employees top wages, and gave most of 
his own profits to charity. Then one day, Ms. Jones, an old neighbor, recognized him as 
the man who had escaped from prison eight years before and for whom the police had 
been looking.  
 
Should Ms. Jones report Mr. Thompson to the police and have him sent back to prison?  
 ___Should report him 
 ___Can’t decide 
 ___Should not report him 
 
Rate the following 12 issues in terms of importance (1 - Great Importance to 5 - No 
Importance).  
1. Hasn’t Mr. Thompson been good enough for such a long time to prove he isn’t a bad 

person? 
2. Every time someone escapes punishment for a crime, doesn’t that just encourage 

more crime? 
3. Wouldn’t we be better off without prisons and the oppression of our legal systems? 
4. Has Mr. Thompson really paid his debt to society? 
5. Would society be failing what Mr. Thompson should fairly expect? 
6. What benefit would prison be apart from society, especially for a charitable man? 
7. How could anyone be so cruel and heartless as to send Mr. Thompson to prison? 
8. Would it be fair to prisoners who have to serve out their full sentences if Mr. 

Thompson is let off? 
9. Was Ms. Jones a good friend of Mr. Thompson? 
10. Wouldn’t it be a citizen’s duty to report an escaped criminal, regardless of the 

circumstances? 
11. How would the will of the people and the public good best be served? 
12. Would going to prison do any good for Mr. Thompson or protect anybody? 
 
Rank which issue is the most important (item number) 
Most important item:    1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12 
Second most important:   1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12 
Third most important:   1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12 
Fourth most important:   1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12 
 
The Doctor’s Dilemma 
A woman was dying of incurable cancer and had only about six months to live. She was 
in terrible pain, but she was so weak that a large dose of a pain killer such as morphine 
would probably kill her. She was delirious with pain, and in her calm periods, she would 
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ask her doctor to give her enough morphine to kill her. She said she couldn’t stand the 

pain and that she was going to die in a few months anyway. 

 

What should the doctor do? (Check one.) 

 ___Give the woman an overdose that will make her die 

 ___Can’t decide 

 ___Should not give the overdose 

 

Rate the following 12 issues in terms of importance (1 - Great Importance to 5 - No 
Importance). 

1. Is the woman’s family in favor of giving her the overdose? 

2. Is the doctor obligated by the same laws as everybody else? 

3. Would people be better off without society regimenting their lives and even their 

deaths? 

4. Should the doctor make the woman’s death from a drug overdose appear to be 

an accident? 

5. Does the state have the right to force continued existence on those who don’t 

want to live? 

6. What is the value of death prior to society’s perspective on personal values? 

7. Should the doctor have sympathy for the woman’s suffering, or should he care 
more about what society might think? 

8. Is helping to end another’s life ever a responsible act of cooperation? 
9. Can only God decide when a person’s life should end? 
10. What values has the doctor set for himself in his own personal code of behavior? 
11. Can society afford to let people end their lives whenever they desire? 
12. Can society allow suicide or mercy killing and still protect the lives of individuals 

who want to live? 
 

Rank which issue is the most important (item number) 
Most important item:    1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12 
Second most important:   1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12 
Third most important:   1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12 
Fourth most important:   1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12 
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Appendix B: Study-Specific Initial Measures (Moral Flexibility, 

Environment, Religion, and Friendship Items) 

Part 1: Study 1– Moral Flexibility 

The Ethics Position Questionnaire (Forsyth, 1980) 

Please indicate if you agree or disagree with the following items. Each represents a 
commonly held opinion and there are no right or wrong answers. We are interested in 
your reaction to such matters of opinion. Rate your reaction to each statement by writing 
a number to the left of each statement. (1 Completely disagree – 9 Completely agree) 

1. People should make certain that their actions never intentionally harm another 
even to a small degree. 

2. Risks to another should never be tolerated, irrespective of how small the risks 
might be. 

3. The existence of potential harm to others is always wrong, irrespective of the 
benefits to be gained. 

4. One should never psychologically or physically harm another person. 
5. One should not perform an action which might in any way threaten the dignity 

and welfare of another individual. 
6. If an action could harm an innocent other, then it should not be done. 
7. Deciding whether or not to perform an act by balancing the positive consequences 

of the act against the negative consequences of the act is immoral. 
8. The dignity and welfare of the people should be the most important concern in 

any society. 
9. It is never necessary to sacrifice the welfare of others. 
10. Moral behaviors are actions that closely match ideals of the most “perfect” action. 
11. There are no ethical principles that are so important that they should be a part of 

any code of ethics. 
12. What is ethical varies from one situation and society to another. 
13. Moral standards should be seen as being individualistic; what one person 

considers to be moral may be judged to be immoral by another person. 
14. Different types of morality cannot be compared as to “rightness.” 
15. Questions of what is ethical for everyone can never be resolved since what is 

moral or immoral is up to the individual. 
16. Moral standards are simply personal rules that indicate how a person should 

behave, and are not to be applied in making judgments of others. 
17. Ethical considerations in interpersonal relations are so complex that individuals 

should be allowed to formulate their own individual codes. 
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18. Rigidly codifying an ethical position that prevents certain types of actions could 
stand in the way of better human relations and adjustment. 

19. No rule concerning lying can be formulated; whether a lie is permissible or not 
permissible totally depends upon the situation. 

20. Whether a lie is judged to be moral or immoral depends upon the circumstances 
surrounding the action. 

 

Moral Self-Worth (Crocker, Luhtanen, Cooper,  & Bouvrette, 2003) 

Please indicate how much you agree with the following statements.  (1 Strongly disagree 
- 7 Strongly agree) 

1. My self-esteem depends on whether or not I follow my moral/ethical principles.  
2. My self-esteem would suffer if I did something unethical.  
3. I couldn’t respect myself if I didn’t live up to a moral code.  
4. Whenever I follow my moral principles, my sense of self-respect gets a boost.  
5. Doing something I know is wrong makes me lose my self-respect.  

 

Part 2: Study 2 – Environmental Beliefs 

New Ecological Paradigm Scale (Dunlap, van Liere, Mertig, & Emmet Jones, 2000) 

Listed below are statements about the relationship between humans and the environment. 
For each one, please indicate the extent to which you agree with it. (1 Strongly Disagree 
to 13 Strongly Agree) 

1. We are approaching the limit of the number of people the earth can support  
2. Humans have the right to modify the natural environment to suit their needs  
3. When humans interfere with nature it often produces disastrous consequences 
4. Human ingenuity will insure that we do NOT make the earth unlivable  
5. Humans are severely abusing the environment 
6. The earth has plenty of natural resources if we just learn how to develop them  
7. Plants and animals have as much right as humans to exist 
8. The balance of nature is strong enough to cope with the impacts of modern 

industrial nations  
9. Despite our special abilities humans are still subject to the laws of nature 
10. The so-called “ecological crisis” facing humankind has been greatly exaggerated  
11. The earth is like a spaceship with very limited room and resources 
12. Humans were meant to rule over the rest of nature  
13. The balance of nature is very delicate and easily upset 
14. Humans will eventually learn enough about how nature works to be able to 

control it 
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15. If things continue on their present course, we will soon experience a major 
ecological catastrophe 
 

Environmental Self-Worth (Brook, 2006) 

Please indicate how much you agree with the following statements. 1 (Strongly Disagree) 
to 7 (Strongly Agree) 

1. My self-esteem is influenced by how good or bad an environmentalist I am.  
2. Supporting environmental causes gives me a sense of self-respect  
3. I feel badly about myself when I think about how my lifestyle hurts the 

environment.  
4. My opinion about myself isn't tied to being an environmentalist.  
5. My self-esteem gets a boost when I feel like a good environmentalist.  
6. My self-esteem drops if I feel like a bad environmentalist.  
7. Being an environmentalist is related to my sense of self-worth.  
8. I feel better about myself when I know I'm taking action to benefit the 

environment.  
9. When I am not able to help environmental causes, my self-esteem suffers.  
10. My overall opinion of myself is unrelated to how good or bad an environmentalist 

I am. 

Part 3: Study 3 – Religious Beliefs 

Religious Orientation Scale (ROS: Allport & Ross, 1967) 

Please indicate how much you agree with the following statements. 1 (Strongly Disagree) 
to 9 (Strongly Agree) 

1. Although I believe in my religion, I feel there are many more important things in 
my life. 

2. It doesn’t matter so much what I believe so long as I lead a moral life. 
3. The primary purpose of prayer is to gain relief and protection. 
4. My place of worship is most important as a place to formulate good social 

relationships. 
5. What religion offers me most is comfort when sorrows and misfortunate strike. 
6. I pray chiefly because I have been taught to pray. 
7. Although I am a religious person I refuse to let religious considerations influence 

my everyday affairs. 
8. A primary reason for my interest in religion is that my religion is a pleasant social 

activity. 
9. Occasionally I find it necessary to compromise my religious beliefs in order to 

protect my social and economic well-being. 
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10. One reason for my being a member of my religious group is that membership 
helps to establish a person in the community. 

11. The purpose of prayer is to secure a happy and peaceful life. 
12. Religion helps to keep my life balanced and steady in exactly the same way as my 

citizenship, friendships, and other memberships do. 
13. It is important for me to spend periods of time in private religious thought and 

meditation. 
14. If not prevented by unavoidable circumstances, I attend religious services. 
15. I try hard to carry my religion over into all my other dealings in life. 
16. The prayers I say when I am alone carry as much meaning and personal emotion 

as those said by me during services. 
17. Quite often I have been keenly aware of the presence of God of the Divine Being.  
18. I read literature about my faith (or religious group).  
19. If I were to join a religious meeting I would prefer to join a study group rather 

than a social fellowship.  
20. My religious beliefs are really what lie behind my whole approach to life. 
21. Religion is especially important because it answers many questions about the 

meaning of life. 
 

Religious Self-Worth (Crocker, et al., 2003) 

Please indicate how much you agree with the following statements. (1 Strongly Disagree 
to 7 Strongly Agree) 

1. My self-esteem goes up when I feel that God loves me. 
2. I feel worthwhile when I have God’s love.  
3. My self-esteem would suffer if I didn’t have God’s love. 
4. My self-worth is based on God’s love.  
5. When I think that I’m disobeying God, I feel bad about myself.  

 

Part 4: Study 4 – Interpersonal Closeness 

Name (Friend Account and Friend No-Account Conditions)  

What is the name of the friend who is participating with you today?_________________ 
 

Inclusion of Other in the Self Scale (IOS: Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992) 

Below is a set of diagrams, each representing different degrees of overlap between two 
circles. The circle labeled “self” represents you while the circle labeled “Other” 
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represents the typical stranger / your friend____. Please select the set of circles that best 
describe the relationship between you and the typical stranger / your friend___. For 
example, if you feel completely separate from the typical stranger / your friend___, you 
would select the first set of circles, and if you feel almost completely connected with the 
typical stranger / your friend___, you would select the last set of circles.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

Friendship Self-Worth (modified from Crocker, Luhta nen, Cooper, & Bouvrette, 
2003) 
Please indicate how much you agree with the following statements. 1 (Strongly Disagree) 
to 7 (Strongly Agree) 

1. It is important to my self-respect that I have friends who care about me. 
2. When my friends are proud of me, my sense of self-worth increases. 
3. Knowing that my friends love me makes me feel good about myself. 
4. When I don’t feel loved by friends, my self-esteem goes down. 
5. My self-worth is not influenced by the quality of my relationships with my 

friends.* 
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Appendix C: Scenarios 

Part 1: Study 1 – Moral Flexibility 

Transgressor Condition 
Imagine that you have stopped in a small local sandwich shop to buy lunch. The food 
there is overpriced, but it is the only restaurant open nearby at that time of day. You pay 
the cashier in cash, and you notice that she gives you back an extra $5.00 in change by 
mistake. You do not tell the cashier her mistake and walk out of the store with the extra 
change.  But, as you walk out, you see a neighbor who you've talked to a few times but 
don't really know well. Your neighbor was standing in line behind you and saw what 
happened.  From past conversations, you know that he is very strict in his moral values 
and thinks that everyone should always follow moral rules (moral absolutist) /  very 
flexible in his moral values and thinks that people should base their moral decisions 
on the situations in which they find themselves (moral relativist). 
 
Target Condition 
Imagine that you have stopped in a small local sandwich shop to buy lunch. The food 
there is overpriced, but it is the only restaurant open nearby at that time of day. As you 
stand in line, you realize that the person in front of you is a neighbor who you've talked to 
a few times, but don't really know well.  Your neighbor pays the cashier in cash, and you 
notice that she gives your neighbor back an extra $5.00 in change by mistake. Your 
neighbor doesn’t tell the cashier her mistake and walks out of the store with the extra 
change.  As your neighbor walks out, he realizes that you saw him keep the change. 

Part 2: Study 2 – Environmentalism 

Transgressor Condition 
Imagine that you are doing some spring cleaning and find a can of old paint in a closet.  
You need the closet space and the hazardous waste dump for your town is far away.  You 
know that there are fines for dumping trash into the sewer and that the paint is harmful to 
local waterways, but you see that no one is looking so you just dump the paint down the 
sewer drain.  Just as you finish dumping out the paint, you see a neighbor of yours 
walking down the sidewalk.  You've talked to this neighbor a couple times, but you don't 
know him well.  You do know that he is very concerned about environmental issues 
(high environmentalism) / is not concerned about environmental issues (low 
environmentalism). You know that your neighbor saw you dump out the paint. 
 
Target Condition 
Imagine that you are walking down the sidewalk and you see a neighbor of yours. You've 
talked to this neighbor a couple times, but you don't know him well.  As you get closer, 
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you realize that your neighbor is dumping a can of paint down the sewer drain.  You 
know that dumping paint is harmful to local waterways and that a person can be fined for 
dumping paint into the sewer.  After he finishes dumping out the paint, your neighbor 
looks up and sees you.  
 

Part 3: Study 3 – Religiosity 

Transgressor Condition 
Imagine that you are walking past a place of worship with a friend.  As you pass, you 
point out the place of worship to your friend and start mocking the beliefs of that 
religious sect and talking about how crazy some of their beliefs and practices seem to 
you.  Just as you finish laughing, you turn around and realize that a neighbor is walking 
behind you and has heard everything you've just said about this religious group. You've 
talked to this neighbor a couple of times, but don't know him well.  You do know that he 
is a member of this religious group and that his religion is very important to him 
(high religiosity)/ is not affiliated with any religious group and is not very religious 
in general (low religiosity). 
 
Target Condition 
Imagine that you are walking toward your house of worship to go to religious services.  
As you get close to the building, you notice a neighbor of yours laughing with someone 
else.  You've talked to your neighbor a couple of times, but don't know him well.   You 
hear him mocking your religious group's beliefs and calling their religious practices 
crazy. Just as he finishes laughing, he looks up and sees you.  

Part 4: Study 4 - Friendship 

Transgressor Condition 
Imagine that you are driving through a busy intersection and you end up crashing into the 
car in front of you.  When you get out of your car to talk to the other driver you see that 
the other driver is someone you’ve never met before / is your friend _____. 
 
Target Condition 
Imagine that you are driving through a busy intersection and the car behind you ends up 
crashing into your car.  When you get out of your car to talk to the other driver you see 
that the other driver is someone you’ve never met before / is your friend _____. 
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Appendix D: Transgressor Dependent Measures (Studies 1-4) 

Part 1: Accounts  

In the spaces below, write down all the things that you would say to the driver / your 
friend ____ (Study 4); your neighbor (Studies 1-3) in this situation.  You don't have to 
fill in all the lines, just as many as you need to list all the statements you would make.  
Keep in mind that a stranger / your friend ____ (Study 4); someone (Studies 1-3) will 
read about this same situation and will read your statements.  They will have to rate their 
reactions to this situation and what you say to them, so please make sure that the 
statements are clear enough for them to understand your meaning. 

____________________    ____________________ 
____________________    ____________________ 
____________________    ____________________ 
____________________    ____________________ 
____________________    ____________________ 
 

For each example below, indicate how close each statement is to what you would say in 
this situation from not at all close (1)  to extremely close (7).  
[First example is an excuse, second is a justification, third is an exception] 
I know this behavior or outcome is bad, but that was not my intention. I didn't have 
complete control over the situation. 

1. Yes, I am responsible for this behavior, but it's really not as bad as it may seem.   
2. In the grand scheme of things, this is not a big problem. 
3. I admit that I caused harm in this situation. However, this situation isn't a good 

reflection of how I normally act or of who I am overall. I'm usually better than 
this. 

 

Part 2: Transgressor Reactions 

How would you feel about yourself after you had explained yourself to the other driver / 
your friend ____(Study 4); your neighbor (Studies 1-3)? (1 Very Negatively to 13 Very 
Positively) 
 
How much would you feel responsible for causing the crash (Study 4)/ this incident 
(Studies 1-3)? (1 Not at all responsible to 13 Very responsible) 
   
How severe do you think the consequences of the crash (Study 4)/ your behavior 
(Studies 1-3) would be? (1 Not at all severe to 13 Very severe) 
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How much do you think your behavior in this situation would be an accurate reflection of 
how honest (Study 1) / environmentally-friendly (Study 2) / respectful (Study 3)/ 
careful (Study 4)/  you are in general? (1 Not at all representative to 13 Very 
representative) 
 
How much do you think your behavior in this situation would be an accurate reflection of 
who you are as a person? (1 Not at all representative to 13 Very representative) 
 
How much do you think your behavior in this situation would be an accurate reflection of 
your usual behavior? (1 Not at all representative to 13 Very representative) 
    
After this situation happened, how often do you think you would be more careful when 
driving (Study 1)/ return extra change (Study 2)/ properly dispose of toxic materials 
(Study 3)/ be more respectful of the way you talked about religious groups (Study 4) in 
the future? (1 Never to 13 At every opportunity) 
 
(Studies 1-3) How likely is it that you would avoid your neighbor after this incident? (1 
Not at all likely to 13 Very likely) 
 

Part 3: Transgressor Estimate of Target Reactions 

For each question below, think about the person who read your responses and who will 
be answering the same question.  How would this person feel and act in this situation? 
 
How do you think the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 1-
3) would evaluate you? (1 Very Negatively to 13 Very Positively) 
 
How much would the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 1-
3) think that you are responsible for this incident? (1 Not at all responsible to 13 Very 
responsible) 
 
How severe would the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 
1-3) think the consequences of your behavior would be? (1 Not at all severe to 13 Very 
severe) 
 
How much would the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 1-
3) think your behavior in this situation is an accurate reflection of how honest (Study 1) / 
environmentally-friendly (Study 2) / respectful (Study 3)/ careful (Study 4) you are in 
general? (1 Not at all representative to 13 Very representative)               
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How much would the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 1-
3) think your behavior in this situation is an accurate reflection of who you are as a 
person? (1 Not at all representative to 13 Very representative) 
 
How much would the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 1-
3) think your behavior in this situation is an accurate reflection of your usual behavior? (1 
Not at all representative to 13 Very representative) 
 
How often would the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 1-
3)think that you would return extra change (Study 1)/ properly dispose of toxic 
materials (Study 2)/ be more respectful of the way you talked about religious groups 
(Study 3)/ be more careful when driving (Study 4)/  in the future? (1 Never to 13 At 
every opportunity) 
 
How do you think the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 1-
3) would view you? 
good       :_____.______._____:_____._____._____:_____._____._____:   bad  
warm       :_____.______._____:_____._____._____:_____._____._____:   cold 
competent :_____.______._____:_____._____._____:_____._____._____:   incompetent 
careful       :_____.______._____:_____._____._____:_____._____._____:   careless 
kind       :_____.______._____:_____._____._____:_____._____._____:   unkind 
intelligent  :_____.______._____:_____._____._____:_____._____._____:   unintelligent 
moral       :_____.______._____:_____._____._____:_____._____._____:   immoral 
thoughtful :_____.______._____:_____._____._____:_____._____._____:   thoughtless 
ethical       :_____.______._____:_____._____._____:_____._____._____:   unethical 
fair       :_____.______._____:_____._____._____:_____._____._____:   unfair 
honest       :_____.______._____:_____._____._____:_____._____._____:    dishonest 
        
How much do you think the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor 
(Studies 1-3)would think that the explanation you gave for your behavior is the best 
explanation for this situation? (1 Would think the explanation is very bad to 13 Would 
think the explanation is very good)  
 
How much do you think the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor 
(Studies 1-3) would think that your explanation is an appropriate response? (1 Not at all 
appropriate to 13 Very appropriate) 
 
(Study 1) How likely is it that your neighbor would expect you to give the money back to 
the cashier? (1 Not at all likely to 13 Very likely) 
 
(Study 2) How much money would your neighbor would think you should pay in fines?  
Choose an amount from $0 to $200___________ 
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(Study 1) How likely is it that your neighbor would tell the cashier about your behavior? 
(1 Not at all likely to 13 Very likely) 
 
(Study 2) How likely is it that your neighbor would alert the authorities about your 
behavior? (1 Not at all likely to 13 Very likely) 
 
How likely is it that the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 
1-3) would speak badly of you to others? (1 Not at all likely to 13 Very likely) 
 
How likely is it that the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 
1-3) would avoid you after this incident? (1 Not at all likely to 13 Very likely) 
 

Part 4: Manipulation Check 

(Study 1) In the situation you just read, how morally flexible was your neighbor? (1 Not 
at all flexible to 13 Very flexible) 
 
(Study 2) In the situation you just read, how much was your neighbor concerned about 
environmental issues? (1 Not at all concerned to 13 Very concerned) 
 
(Study 3) In the situation you just read, how religious was your neighbor? (1 Not at all 
religious to 13 Very religious) 
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Appendix E: Target Dependent Measures (Studies 1-4) 

Part 1: Accounts  

For each example below, indicate whether you want the driver / your friend _____  
(Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 1-3) to say something like this to you. 
0 – No, not at all. 
1 – Yes, I would want my neighbor to say something like that. 
 (if Yes) How much would you want your neighbor to say this? (1 Only a little bit 
 – 9 Completely) 
[First example is an excuse, second is a justification, third is an exception] 

1. I know this behavior or outcome is bad, but that was not my intention. I didn't 
have complete control over the situation. 

2. Yes, I am responsible for this behavior, but it's really not as bad as it may seem.  
In the grand scheme of things, this is not a big problem. 

3. I admit that I caused harm in this situation. However, this situation isn't a good 
reflection of how I normally act or of who I am overall. I'm usually better than 
this. 

 
Imagine that the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 1-3) 
says: (target will read transgressor's statement list) 
 
For each example below, indicate how close each statement is to what the driver / your 
friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 1-3) said in this situation. (1 Not at all 
to 7 Extremely close)  

1. I know this behavior or outcome is bad, but that was not my intention. I didn't 
have complete control over the situation. 

2. Yes, I am responsible for this behavior, but it's really not as bad as it may seem.  
In the grand scheme of things, this is not a big problem. 

3. I admit that I caused harm in this situation. However, this situation isn't a good 
reflection of how I normally act or of who I am overall. I'm usually better than 
this. 

 

Part 2: Target Estimate of Transgressor Reactions 

For each question below, think about the person whose responses you read and who will 
be answering the same question.  How would this person feel and act in this situation? 
How would the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 1-3)feel 
about him- or herself? (1 Very Negatively to 13 Very Positively) 
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How much would the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 1-
3) feel responsible for causing the crash (Study 4)/ this incident (Studies 1-2)? (1 Not 
at all responsible to 13 Very responsible) 
 
How severe would the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 
1-3) think the consequences of his or her behavior would be? (1 Not at all severe to 13 
Very severe) 
 
How much would the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 1-
3) think his or her behavior in this situation is an accurate reflection of how honest 
(Study 1) / environmentally-friendly (Study 2) / respectful (Study 3)/ careful (Study 
4) he or she is in general? (1 Not at all representative to 13 Very representative) 
 
How much would the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 1-
3) think his or her behavior in this situation is an accurate reflection of who he or she is 
as a person? (1 Not at all representative to 13 Very representative) 
 
How much would the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 1-
3) think his or her behavior in this situation is an accurate reflection of his or her usual 
behavior? (1 Not at all representative to 13 Very representative)    
 
How often do you think the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor 
(Studies 1-3) would return extra change (Study 1)/ properly dispose of toxic 
materials (Study 2)/ be more respectful of the way he talked about religious groups 
(Study 3)/ be more careful when driving (Study 4)  in the future? (1 Never to 13 At 
every opportunity) at every opportunity 
 

Part 3: Target Reactions 

How would you evaluate the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor 
(Studies 1-3)? (1 Very Negatively to 13 Very Positively) 
 
How much would you think that the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your 
neighbor (Studies 1-3) was responsible for causing the crash (Study 4)/ this incident 
(Studies1-3)? (1 Not at all responsible to 13 Very responsible) 
 
How severe would you think the consequences of the driver / your friend _____  
(Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 1-3)'s behavior would be? (1 Not at all severe to 13 
Very severe) 
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How much would you think the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor 
(Studies 1-3)'s behavior in this situation is an accurate reflection of how honest (Study 
1) / environmentally-friendly (Study 2) / respectful (Study 3)/ careful (Study 4) he or 
she is in general? (1 Not at all representative to 13 Very representative) 
 
How much would you think the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor 
(Studies 1-3)'s behavior in this situation is an accurate reflection of who the driver / 
your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 1-3)'is as a person? (1 Not at all 
representative to 13 Very representative) 
 
How much would you think the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor 
(Studies 1-3)''s behavior in this situation is an accurate reflection of his or her usual 
behavior? (1 Not at all representative to 13 Very representative) 
 
How would you view the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your neighbor 
(Studies 1-3)'? 
good       :_____.______._____:_____._____._____:_____._____._____:   bad  
warm       :_____.______._____:_____._____._____:_____._____._____:   cold 
competent :_____.______._____:_____._____._____:_____._____._____:   incompetent 
careful       :_____.______._____:_____._____._____:_____._____._____:   careless 
kind       :_____.______._____:_____._____._____:_____._____._____:   unkind 
intelligent  :_____.______._____:_____._____._____:_____._____._____:   unintelligent 
moral       :_____.______._____:_____._____._____:_____._____._____:   immoral 
thoughtful :_____.______._____:_____._____._____:_____._____._____:   thoughtless 
ethical       :_____.______._____:_____._____._____:_____._____._____:   unethical 
fair       :_____.______._____:_____._____._____:_____._____._____:   unfair 
honest       :_____.______._____:_____._____._____:_____._____._____:    dishonest 
 
How much would you think that the explanation that the driver / your friend _____  
(Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 1-3) gave is the best explanation for this situation? (1 
Would think the explanation is very bad to 13 Would think the explanation is very good) 
 
How much would you think that the explanation that the driver / your friend _____  
(Study 4)/ your neighbor (Studies 1-3)'gave is an appropriate response? (1 Not at all 
appropriate to 13 Very appropriate) 
 
(Study 1) How likely is it that you would expect your neighbor to give the money back to 
the cashier? (1 Not at all likely to 13 Very likely) 
 
(Study 2) How much money would you want your neighbor to pay in fines?  
Choose an amount from $0 to $200___________ 
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(Study 4) How much money would you expect the driver / your friend ____to pay for 
damages? 
Choose an amount from $0 to $1,000 ___________ 
  
(Study 1) How likely is it that you would tell the cashier about your neighbor's behavior? 
(1 Not at all likely to 13 Very likely) 
 
(Study 2) How likely is it that you would alert the authorities about your neighbor's 
behavior? (1 Not at all likely to 13 Very likely) 
 
(Study 4) How likely is it that you would take legal action against the driver / your 
friend ____? (1 Not at all likely to 13 Very likely) 
 
How likely is it that you would speak badly of the driver / your friend _____  (Study 
4)/ your neighbor (Studies 1-3) to others? (1 Not at all likely to 13 Very likely) 
 
How likely is it that you would avoid the driver / your friend _____  (Study 4)/ your 
neighbor (Studies 1-3) after this incident? (1 Not at all likely to 13 Very likely) 
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