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Consumers’ desire to punish a transgressor firm can decrease if the firm had also suffered an unrelated loss. Experiments demonstrate

that, for individuals with accessible religious beliefs, arbitrary similarities between the transgression and loss trigger causal perception

that the loss was a punishment, lowering their desire to harm the firm.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Sometimes firms cause harm. Yet, sometimes the same firms 

are victims of harm. For example, Apple computer’s production sys-
tem was recently accused for polluting, but elsewhere they suffered 
significant damage from a factory explosion (Barboza 2011). Prior 
research shows that when consumers learn a firm has committed a 
transgression, they are likely to engage in retaliatory behavior (Fol-
kes 1984). However, will the retaliatory behavior be tempered if they 
learn that the firm has also suffered a loss? We argue that this de-
pends on factors that influence whether consumers perceive causality 
between the transgression and the unrelated loss.

Previous work explored consumers’ attitudes toward punishing 
others who have violated norms. An important finding is that once a 
violator is perceived to have been punished, even if by others, fur-
ther punishment intent is diminished (Lin, Dahl, and Argo 2013). We 
extend this line of work by examining situations in which a firm has 
faced no actual punishment at all. Instead we look at situations when 
a consumer may infer that punishment has occurred by drawing a 
causal relationship between a firms’ transgression and a coincidental 
harm to the firm. When this occurs, consumers are more likely to 
believe that the firm has “paid its dues” and thus are less likely to call 
for future punishment.

Our research studies the joint effect of external cues and indi-
vidual factors on determining causal perceptions. Previous research 
emphasized the role of resemblance in determining which in a list of 
potential causes stand out as more probable (LeBoeuf and Norton 
2012; Nisbett and Ross 1980). We contribute to this line of research 
by demonstrating when arbitrary similarities as external cues facili-
tate a casual perception between two independent events belonging 
in separate domains, with no inherent reason to assume they are caus-
ally related. We refer to arbitrary similarities in this article as coin-
cidental similarities between elements of a firm’s transgression and 
elements of an unrelated negative event that happened to the firm. 
For example, if a natural fire spread to the same factory that used rot-
ten food ingredients, the similarity between the two events (i.e., their 
locations) may lead some individuals to believe that the fire and the 
firm’s wrongdoing are causally related.

We also demonstrate that individuals with highly accessible be-
lief in a higher power rely on similarity cues and readily make causal 
attributions based on them. An important self-regulatory function 
served by a belief in a higher power is providing a sense of meaning 
to events (Wuthnow 1989). Therefore, information about coinciden-
tal similarities between events should carry a significant meaning in 
their judgments concerning the relationship between these events.

Across all three studies, participants read some version of a hy-
pothetical news report about a food company that was caught using 
rotten ingredients (transgression) and a fire at this business’s facility 
(harm to business). In study 1, we manipulated whether the trans-
gression and the fire occurred at the same facility (presence of arbi-
trary similarity) or at a different facility (absence of arbitrary similar-
ity). To examine the role of belief in a higher power, we measured 
the belief using two measures: Harmony Control (HC; Morling and 
Fiske 1999) and religiosity. As predicted, we found a significant two-
way interaction between HC and arbitrary similarity when predicting 
participants’ punishment intentions (e.g., “I would sign a petition or 

protest against the company”; B = -.64, SE = .22, p < .01). Individu-
als with a stronger belief in a higher power were more strongly influ-
enced by arbitrary similarity, i.e., they became less punitive against 
the transgressor when there was an arbitrary similarity. The Johnson-
Neyman technique revealed that, at HC ≥ .22 (the HC variable was 
mean-centered at 0, with a SD of .82), the effect of arbitrary similar-
ity on reducing consumer retaliation was significant. The same pat-
tern of results emerged when the HC was replaced with religiosity.

In study 2, we used a priming method to temporarily enhance 
the accessibility of religious constructs (Shariff and Norenzayan 
2007), instead of measuring religious beliefs. Tests of two-way inter-
actions revealed that the religious (vs. neutral) prime led to stronger 
perceptions that the transgression caused the fire, F(1,168) = 8.79, 
p < .01, and that the company had paid its dues, F(1,168) = 4.67, p 
= .03, only when the fire occurred in the same (vs. different) loca-
tion as the transgression. The moderated mediation was significant 
(Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes 2007); heightened causal perception 
led people to perceive that the company had paid its dues through the 
harm of the fire, only in the religious (vs. neutral) prime condition 
(BCa CI 95% [.19, .58]).

In study 3, we showed all participants an arbitrary similarity 
cue, but the order of events was manipulated so the fire occurred 
either before or after the transgression. We also measured partici-
pants’ HC. There was a significant two-way interaction between HC 
and temporal order in participants’ causal perceptions (B = .84, SE = 
.29, p < .01) and “paid dues” judgments (B = .88, SE = .34, p = .01). 
Based on the Johnson-Neyman technique, people with higher HC 
were more likely to think that the events were causally linked (HC 
≥ -.30) and that the company had paid for its crime (HC ≥ .22) only 
when the fire occurred after (vs. before) the transgression. The mod-
erated mediation test was also significant, conceptually replicating 
the findings from study 2.

This research sheds light on the under-researched area of con-
sumer forgiveness regarding firms that committed transgressions. 
Furthermore, we identify the role of causal perception between the 
transgression and an independent loss by the firm in consumer for-
giveness.
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