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82 / When Doing Good Makes It Okay To Be Bad? New Directions in Licensing Research 

(Kelley, 1973) of moral credentials. In three studies, we investigated 
this claim by examining how participants responded to the threat of 
appearing racist.

In Study 1, participants evaluated candidates for a hypothetical 
job. In a key condition, hiring the more qualified candidate would 
mean choosing a White applicant over a slightly less qualified Black 
applicant, a choice that might appear to reflect racial bias. As pre-
dicted, participants in this condition, relative to those in control 
conditions, were more likely to label others’ behavior as racist prior 
to stating their hiring decision, in an attempt to demonstrate racial 
sensitivity.

Study 2 replicated the results from Study 1 and ruled out a pos-
sible alternative explanation: merely seeing racial inequality (in the 
candidates’ qualifications) could prime racism, which could in turn 
lead participants to see more racism in the behaviors they evaluated. 
As in Study 1, participants in one condition saw a White applicant 
competing with a slightly less qualified Black applicant. We added a 
new a condition in which the White candidate was overwhelmingly 
and unambiguously more qualified than the Black candidate, mean-
ing participants could pass over a Black job candidate with relatively 
little worry of looking racially biased. As predicted, participants only 
sought nonracist credentials when the difference between the candi-
dates was smaller, and choosing the White applicant put them at risk 
of feeling or appearing racist.

Study 3 replicated the strategic moral credentials effect using 
a more direct manipulation of the threat of appearing racist and a 
dependent measure with more consequential implications. Partici-
pants expected to take a psychological test (the race IAT) that was 
described as either diagnostic or non-diagnostic of racial bias. Be-
fore taking the test, they indicated how likely they would be to hire a 
Black job applicant relative to other non-minority applicants. As pre-
dicted, participants who expected to take the diagnostic test, and who 
were presumably more worried about revealing racial bias, ranked 
the Black applicant higher than participants in the non-diagnostic 
condition or a baseline condition.

These studies suggest that individuals pursue moral credentials 
in order to manage the moral ambiguity surrounding their future 
behavior and provide attributional cover from recriminations.  This 
research represents an important extension to work on moral licens-
ing, which has shown that people are more likely to act in morally 
ambiguous ways when they have previously established their moral-
ity (Merritt et al., 2010; Miller & Effron, 2010). The present research 
demonstrates that people sometimes pursue moral credentials strate-
gically when they are tempted to act in morally questionable ways. 
For example, someone who wishes to tell a joke that plays on stereo-
types about Blacks may first note that “some of my best friends are 
Black,” or a manager wishing to promote a male employee over an 
equally-qualified female employee may conspicuously suggest that 
his company expand its maternity leave benefits. Sometimes, pursu-
ing credentials may allow people to act comfortably on legitimate 
motives (e.g., to give critical feedback to a student who happens to 
be a member of a minority group, or hire the most qualified candi-
date, regardless of race or gender); other times, it may license people 
to act on more nefarious (e.g., prejudicial) motives.

Although all of our studies targeted participants’ concerns over 
appearing racially biased, we believe that people will seek moral cre-
dentials in other domains in which they fear that their future behavior 
may appear selfish, unfair, or otherwise immoral. People may even 
seek credentials in non-moral domains when they wish to engage in 
potentially discrediting behavior, as when someone establishes his 
sophistication by conspicuously expressing his love of Shakespeare 
and fine wine before mentioning his subscription to a celebrity gos-

sip magazine. Future research should investigate the strategic cre-
dentials effect in a range of moral and non-moral contexts. 

Interpersonal Implications of Self-Licensing

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Recent research has shown that past good deeds can liberate 

people to engage in less-than- virtuous behaviors that they would 
otherwise avoid (Khan & Dhar, 2006; Monin & Miller, 2001). While 
the relation between feeling virtuous and engaging in less-than-vir-
tuous behavior is well-known, most of the literature on such licens-
ing effects has focused on self-licensing and has generally ignored 
how feeling virtuous influences people’s judgments of others and 
their behavior. 

In this paper, we propose that people who believe that they are 
virtuous will lower the standards and demands of virtue for them-
selves, yet raise the bar for others. Our prediction is based on research 
showing that people manage and tailor judgments of themselves 
and others in a way that maintains a positive self-image (Jordan & 
Monin, 2008). For example, people predict that they would donate, 
cooperate in the prisoner’s dilemma game, and volunteer to chari-
table causes — however, most people’s actual behaviors fall short 
of their predictions (Epley and Dunning, 2000). These mistaken be-
liefs about self-behavior could lead to extreme, harsh, and erroneous 
judgments of others’ behavior. Direct evidence suggests that people 
spontaneously think of themselves when they judge others (Balcetis 
& Dunning, 2005). If people are manipulated to experience a high 
moral self-worth, then they may predict themselves behaving in ethi-
cal ways, and subsequently apply these high standards of their pre-
dicted self-behavior to their judgments of others. As a consequence, 
judgments of others may suffer under the weight of these inflated, 
overly charitable predictions about the self. In short, we predict that 
while feelings of virtue will license one’s own transgressions, they 
will have the opposite effect on judgments of others’ behavior. Three 
studies support our prediction and the proposed mechanism.

In Study 1, participants were asked to recall either 2 or 10 re-
cent examples of their moral behavior. Based on the logic that it is 
more difficult to recall 10 examples of recent moral behavior than 
2 examples (cf. Schwarz et al., 1991), we predicted that the experi-
enced difficulty associated with recalling 10 examples would under-
mine participants’ feelings of virtue. Next, participants responded 
to three moral transgressions (viz. speeding, tax dodging, stealing) 
by rating how acceptable it would be if others engaged in the de-
scribed behavior, or alternatively, if they themselves engaged in the 
described behavior. We found that participants in the virtue condition 
rated their own combined transgressions (M = 4.87) as more accept-
able than participants in the control condition (M = 4.03, p < .05). In 
addition, participants in the virtue condition rated others’ combined 
transgressions (M = 2.37) as less acceptable than participants in the 
control condition (M = 2.93, p < .10). Taken together, this indicates 
that feeling virtuous concurrently lowers the standards and demands 
of moral behavior that individuals have for themselves, yet raises the 
bar for others.

Study 2 replicated the main findings using consequential deci-
sions and real monetary outcomes. In particular, feelings of virtue 
were manipulated by prompting participants to imagine that they 
have decided to spend a few hours doing community service. A 
control condition was also included in which participants were not 
prompted to imagine that they were doing community service. This 
manipulation has been used successfully in past research (Khan & 
Dhar, 2006) and has been shown to affect feelings of virtue but not 
other constructs, such as mood. Next, participants completed a pack-
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et of surveys unrelated to the present study, until at the end they were 
asked how much they would like to donate to research on cancer 
— any amount from zero cents to twenty cents. Alternatively, par-
ticipants were asked how much they think others should donate. We 
found that participants in the virtue condition donated less money (M 
= 3.52) than participants in the control condition (M = 5.98, p < .05). 
Moreover, participants in the virtue condition urged others to donate 
more money (M = 12.92) than participants in the control condition 
(M = 9.05, p < .05).

We proposed that feelings of virtue lead to overly generous pre-
dictions of moral self-behavior, which in turn lead to relaxed stan-
dards for the self and higher standards for others. Study 3 tests this 
mechanism by providing mediation evidence. We manipulated feel-
ings of virtue by asking participants to write a story about themselves 
that included ten words such as caring, generous, and fair. In con-
trast, in a control condition participants wrote a story including words 
such as book, keys, and house. Next, participants responded to four 
scenarios from Allison et al. (1989) that measure self-predictions of 
moral behavior (e.g., “Think about Judy, who must choose between 
studying for an exam and driving a friend who has been called home 
for an emergency to the airport. If you were in Judy’s position, what 
are the chances, from 0 to 100%, that you would drive your friend to 
the airport?”). Finally, participants responded to moral dilemmas de-
scribing less-than-virtuous behavior (viz. eating dog meat, lying on 
a resume), and rated how wrong it would be if others engaged in the 
unethical behavior, or alternatively, if they themselves engaged in 
the unethical behavior. We carried out two bootstrapping procedures 
to determine (1) whether self-predictions of moral behavior mediates 
the relation between feelings of virtue and judgments of the self, and 
(2) whether self-predictions of moral behavior mediates the relation 
between feelings of virtue and judgments of others. Results of the 
bootstrap analyses confirmed that self-predictions of moral behavior 
did act as a mediator in both cases (the indirect effect was estimated 
between -.678 and -.039 for self-judgments, and between .022 and 
.324 for social judgments.

In sum, the results further our understanding of the licensing 
effects that operate in the domain of self and how they can affect 
interpersonal judgment. Across three studies we observed a moral 
license for pursuing less-than-virtuous behavior among participants 
induced to experience feelings of virtue. However, the reverse oc-
curred among judgments of others; participants induced to experi-
ence feelings of virtue evaluated others’ morally dubious behaviors 
more negatively compared to control participants.

Frugal Materialists: Licensing and 
Experiential versus Materialistic Pursuits

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Past research on licensing effects has demonstrated that prefer-

ences for an indulgent or vice item will be higher if people’s prior de-
cisions have helped to boost their relevant self-concepts (e.g., Khan 
& Dhar, 2006). Although past work has conceptualized vice items 
in terms of their relative luxuriousness, we proposed that similarly 
virtuous or indulgent choices will have differential effects on subse-
quent choice depending on their classification as experiential or ma-
terial purchases (Van Boven & Gilovich, 2003; Van Boven, 2005). 

Experiential purchase are different from material ones since the 
experiences are open to positive reinterpretation, are less prone to 
disadvantageous comparisons, and are more likely to cultivate suc-
cessful social relationships (see Van Boven, 2005 for review). Thus, 
experiential purchases may have more positive self-attributions than 
material purchases. Building on this notion we predicted and found 

that the more positive evaluations associated with experiential than 
with material purchases (Van Boven, Campbell, & Gilovich, 2010) 
will subsequently provide a moral license among individuals to se-
lect an indulgent item. Four studies provide support for our proposi-
tion.

In Study 1, 152 participants were asked to recall either a mate-
rial or an experiential purchase. Participants recalled purchases that 
were at least $50 to ensure that the purchase was of sufficient impor-
tance to generate continued thought (cf., Carter & Gilovich, 2010). 
Participants also indicated the cost of the item and independent raters 
indicated whether participants’ items were relative luxuries or neces-
sities by rating each purchase on a nine-point scale (1 = utilitarian, 9 
= hedonic) (Khan & Dhar, 2006). Following the recall task, partici-
pants indicated their willingness to pay for various experiential and 
material indulgent items. The results revealed that, when controlling 
for cost and indulgence of purchases, participants in the experiential 
purchase condition were willing to pay significantly more for both 
experiential and material items than were participants in the material 
purchase condition. Moreover, participants in the material purchase 
condition were significantly less willing to pay for future material 
items than for experiential items. Thus, material consumers may feel 
the need to ‘cleanse’ following consumption (Sachdeva, Iliev, & Me-
din, 2009). 

In Study 2, we asked participants to select among an array of 
material purchases (electronic gadgets) or experiential purchases 
(vacations), and then, after a choice was made, we examined prefer-
ence for a luxury item or a necessity. Consistent with the results of 
Study 1, participants in the material condition were significantly less 
likely to choose the luxury item than were participants in the expe-
riential condition. Taken together, these results suggest that the type 
of purchase consumers make can influence their preferences for vice 
and virtue options. 

In Studies 3 and 4, we examined potential mechanisms through 
which experiential and material purchases differentially impact sub-
sequent choices. First, following research demonstrating that people 
tend to hold negative stereotypes of materialistic people, perceiving 
them to be more selfish and extrinsically motivated than are experi-
ential people (Van Boven et al., 2010), we examined whether chang-
es in self-concepts mediate the impact of material and experiential 
purchases on subsequent choices. The results indicated that the more 
positive self-attributions associated with the purchase of experiential 
items mediated the effect of purchase type on subsequent preference 
for vice or virtue items. Finally, in Study 4, we examined whether 
the tangible nature of material purchases makes them a more salient 
source of guilt than are non-tangible experiential purchases. Interest-
ingly, results revealed that, by taking away participants’ ability to 
view a recently selected material good, participants experienced less 
guilt and were less likely to purchase virtuous items in a subsequent 
task. The results of Study 4 suggest that material purchases “leave a 
trace”, which may contribute to people’s tendency to cleanse follow-
ing material purchases. 

As concerns are raised about modern society’s materialistic 
pursuit of happiness and well-being (Fromm, 1976), it is important 
to understand how consumers respond to material versus experien-
tial purchases over time. The results of the current studies provide 
consistent evidence that materialistic consumers experience self-im-
age threats that may cause them to make more virtuous choices in the 
future. These results have important implications both for consumer 
welfare and for marketing practitioners. For example, marketers of 
more indulgent material products may highlight the experiential as-
pects of a product in order to boost consumers’ relevant self-concepts 
and continue purchasing into the future. 


