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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

A Motivated Account of Free Will Belief 

By 

Cory J. Clark 

Doctor of Philosophy in Psychology and Social Behavior 

University of California, Irvine, 2014 

Professor Peter H. Ditto, Chair 

A world without free will is an amoral world. Belief in free will is a pervasive 

phenomenon that has important consequences for prosocial actions and punitive judgments, but 

little research has investigated why free will beliefs are so widespread and what function they 

serve. Across ten studies using experimental, survey, and archival data, and multiple measures of 

free will belief, I tested the hypothesis that a key factor promoting belief in free will is a 

fundamental desire to hold others morally responsible for their wrongful behaviors. In Study 1, 

participants rated morally bad historic figures as having had more freedom of choice in their 

lives than morally good historic figures. Study 2 found that considering others’ immoral actions, 

though not one’s own, increased attributions of free will to the actor. In Study 3, participants 

reported greater belief in free will after considering an immoral action than a morally neutral 

one, thus showing that this effect extended beyond actor-specific attributions to generalized 

beliefs about the human capacity for free will. Study 4 showed that this effect was limited to 

actions that victimize morally good people. Study 5 demonstrated the effect with an indirect 

measure of free will belief by showing that reading about others’ immoral behaviors reduced the 

perceived merit of anti-free will research. I also found converging evidence linking the free will 

beliefs of entire national populations with their crime and homicide rates (Study 6). Study 7 
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provided evidence that this effect was due to heightened punitive motivations. In a field 

experiment (Study 8), an ostensibly real classroom cheating incident led to increased free will 

beliefs, again due to heightened punitive motives. Thus, free will belief, which has traditionally 

been considered a stable worldview, appears to be situationally motivated. Two additional 

studies demonstrated correlationally (Study 9) and experimentally (Study 10) that heightened 

belief in free will alleviated the negative psychological consequences associated with 

punitiveness. Taken together, my findings suggest that the strength and resilience of free will 

beliefs reflect a general desire to invest the world with moral significance – to hold people 

morally responsible by seeing them as having choice. 
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A motivated account of free will belief 

 

Today we no longer have any pity for the concept of ‘free will’: we know only too well 

what it really is – the foulest of all theologians' artifices, aimed at making mankind 

‘responsible’ in their sense... Wherever responsibilities are sought, it is usually the 

instinct of wanting to judge and punish which is at work… Men were considered “free” 

so that they might be judged and punished… (Nietzsche, 1889/1954, pp. 499) 

 

Philosophers have debated the existence of free will since before Aristotle (O’Connor, 

2011), and in recent years, empirical social psychology has begun to have an important voice in 

this millennia long conversation. Thus far, research has focused on the question of whether and 

in what sense free will exists (e.g., Bargh, 2008; Baumeister, in press; Wegner, 2003) and on 

identifying the downstream consequences of diminished belief in free will (Baumeister, 

Masicampo, & DeWall, 2009; Shariff et al., in press; Vohs & Schooler, 2008). The present 

investigation shifts the focus from whether free will exists to why people believe free will exists 

— and from the consequences to the causes of such beliefs. More precisely, I tested Nietzsche’s 

hypothesis that free will beliefs flow, at least in part, from a fundamental desire to hold people 

morally responsible for their wrongful behaviors. Further, I propose that free will beliefs 

function as a means to justify punishment, therefore alleviating the negative psychological 

consequences of the social and cultural requirement to punish. I report ten studies using 

experimental, survey, and archival data to support this motivated account of free will belief. 

These studies provide a potential explanation for the strength and prevalence of free will beliefs, 

and support the view that belief in free will can be driven by social motives and serve social 

functions. 
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Free Will Belief 

Though there are many variations of the free will debate, including varying 

interpretations of the concepts at its very core, the essence of the argument concerns whether 

humans have the capacity to choose a course of action among two or more alternatives, or 

whether all human behavior is the inevitable product of prior causes. The most commonly 

discussed form of the latter view is scientific determinism, which argues that human behavior is 

subject to natural laws just as are physical events, and therefore all human behavior is 

predetermined. Perhaps the most compelling piece of evidence for this proposition demonstrated 

that brain activity related to seemingly voluntary acts can be observed before people are 

consciously aware of the desire to perform those actions (Libet, 1985). These results have since 

been replicated and neuroscientists now have the capacity to predict the outcome of a decision up 

to 10 seconds before conscious awareness of the desire to act (Soon, Brass, Heinze, & Haynes, 

2008).  

 And yet, despite compelling scientific evidence that people may not have free will and 

Nietzsche’s (1889/1954) assertion that people no longer have “pity” for the concept of free will, 

research has demonstrated that the vast majority of people do believe in free will (Nahmias, 

Morris, Nadelhoffer, & Turner, 2005), across cultures (Sarkissian et al., 2010), and at all ages 

(Nichols, 2004). But why are free will beliefs so pervasive? One hypothesis is that there is a 

strong subjective experience that human thoughts and actions are freely enacted (Wegner, 2002). 

Indeed, past research indicates that having thoughts prior to corresponding actions can lead one 

to infer causal responsibility for those actions, sometimes erroneously (Wegner, 2003; Wegner, 

Sparrow, & Winerman, 2004; Wegner & Wheatley, 1999). It has also been proposed that free 

will is inferred by observing constraints, or the lack thereof, on others’ behavior (Nichols, 2004).  
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However, like many other commonly held beliefs and attitudes, there are likely multiple 

reinforcing factors involved in free will belief, some of which may be motivationally driven. To 

be clear, I neither affirm nor deny that free will actually exists, and the current research does not 

address this question. Instead, in the studies that follow, I seek to elucidate the psychological 

factors that promote the belief that free will does exist. 

Free Will and Moral Responsibility 

One aspect of Nietzsche’s hypothesis that has received clear support from social 

psychological research is the intimate connection between free will and moral responsibility – 

specifically, that free will is a prerequisite for holding people morally responsible for their 

actions (e.g., Nichols & Knobe, 2007; Sarkissian et al., 2010). The capacity to do otherwise has 

long been an assumption underlying the assignment of moral responsibility (Aristotle, 1980; 

Kant, 1781/2005, 1785/1998), and this same assumption is clearly reflected in legal systems: If a 

person’s capacity to do otherwise is weakened or diminished (e.g., by a psychological disorder, 

intense emotional upset at the time of the action, juvenile status, external constraints), 

punishment and moral condemnation are similarly reduced. Empirical work confirms that 

weakening free will beliefs, either in general or by offering evidence of a specific perpetrator’s 

diminished decisional capacity, leads to less punitiveness (Aspinwall, Brown, & Tabery, 2012; 

Monterosso, Royzman, & Schwartz, 2005; Pizarro, Uhlmann, & Salovey, 2003; Shariff et al., in 

press). Similarly, reduced belief in free will has been found to affect feelings of responsibility for 

one’s own behavior, resulting in more dishonesty and cheating (Vohs & Schooler, 2008), 

increased aggression and reduced helpfulness (Baumeister et al., 2009), and less recycling 

(Stillman & Baumeister, 2010). 
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To condemn and punish someone who misbehaves, it is useful to attribute some degree of 

free action to that person. Condemnation and punishment are based on the conclusion that a 

person should have acted differently – and asserting that a person should have acted differently 

assumes that a person could have done so. 

Motivated Free Will Belief 

The rational norm to hold others responsible only for actions that are within the agent’s 

control has deep roots in philosophical and legal reasoning, and is also firmly embedded in both 

general models of causal attribution (e.g., Heider, 1958; Jones & Davis, 1965; Kelley, 1973) and 

normative models of responsibility and blame attribution (Alicke, 2000; Fincham & Jaspars, 

1980; Shaver, 1985; Weiner, 1995). But moral reasoning does not always conform to rational 

guidelines, and is often shaped by intuitive and affective processes that tip the scales in support 

of desired conclusions (Ditto, Pizarro & Tannenbaum, 2009). In other words, reasoning is more 

like arguing than rational, dispassionate deliberation (Mercier & Sperber, 2011), and people tend 

to think more like intuitive lawyers than intuitive scientists (Baumeister & Newman, 1994; Ditto 

et al., 2009; Haidt, 2012). Although people prefer to see their reasoning as bottom-up, from 

evidence to conclusions, a large body of research suggests that the process flows the other way 

as well, with desired conclusions organizing judgment processes from the top-down in a way that 

privileges evidence for the conclusions people prefer (Ditto & Lopez, 1992; Haidt, 2001; Kunda, 

1990; Liu & Ditto, 2012). 

Research on attributions of intentionality and control has consistently demonstrated this 

motivated, top-down pattern: the desire to hold actors morally responsible for their behavior can 

lead to judgments that that behavior was intended and controllable (e.g., Alicke, 2000; Walster, 

1966). For example, Knobe and colleagues have consistently found that people perceive more 
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intention and personal causality for behaviors that produce harmful consequences than for 

behaviors that produce helpful ones (e.g., Knobe, 2003; Knobe & Fraser, 2008; Leslie, Knobe & 

Cohen, 2006). Similarly, Alicke (1992) found that greater causal control was attributed to a 

driver in a car accident that was said to have occurred when he was speeding home to hide a vial 

of cocaine from his parents than when he was said to be speeding home to hide their anniversary 

present. Researchers have explored a number of different ways of making sense of these findings 

(Guglielmo & Malle, 2010a, 2010b; Uttich & Lombrozo, 2010), but one prominent explanation 

is that the desire to blame the agent increases attributions of intention and causation (e.g., Alicke, 

2000; Ditto et al., 2009). 

The current research sought to investigate whether a similar top-down process occurs in 

generalized judgments about the existence of free will. The rational (bottom-up) process of 

inferring moral responsibility from free will has been shown a number of times (e.g., Lerner, 

Goldberg, & Tetlock, 1998; Shariff et al., in press; Vohs & Schooler, 2008). My goal was to 

explore the reverse (top-down) causal process: that people will affirm free will beliefs most 

strongly when they are motivated to hold others morally responsible for their actions. Such 

findings would suggest that free will beliefs are situationally dependent. Moreover, they would 

indicate that people respond to immoral actions not merely by altering their one-time judgments 

about specific actions, but by shifting their broad beliefs about all humankind. 

Immoral Behavior 

The argument that ‘bad is stronger than good’ (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & 

Vohs, 2001) may be particularly powerful when it comes to moral judgment. In principle, free 

will is equally relevant to praiseworthy and blameworthy behaviors (O’Connor, 2011), but as 

outlined earlier, previous research has repeatedly shown that morally bad behaviors have a larger 
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impact on perceptions of responsibility and control than neutral or morally good behaviors (e.g., 

Alicke, 1992; Cushman, Knobe, & Sinnott-Armstrong, 2008; Knobe & Fraser, 2008; Young & 

Phillips, 2011). This is consistent with other research showing that people fail to discount 

situational constraints on immoral behavior (Reeder & Spores, 1983), and that individual 

instances of immoral behavior are more heavily weighted in personality assessment than 

individual instances of morally good behavior (Reeder & Brewer, 1979; Reeder & Covert, 1986). 

At a more practical level, research has also demonstrated that juveniles whose crimes resulted in 

severe consequences were judged to be more competent than juveniles who committed identical 

acts with less severe consequences (Ghetti & Redlich, 2001). 

Some suggestive evidence of a similar effect has also been found in the free will 

literature. Nichols and Knobe (2007) asked participants to imagine a deterministic universe and 

then asked whether people in that universe could be held morally responsible. When the question 

was framed abstractly, participants affirmed that moral responsibility was incompatible with a 

deterministic universe. In contrast, when presented with a concrete instance of immoral behavior, 

participants judged the wrongdoer to be morally responsible even in a deterministic universe. 

The moral valence of actions and outcomes seems to have a unique impact on moral 

responsibility judgments. Specifically, immoral behavior, more so than morally good or morally 

neutral behavior, evokes a desire to regard the behavior as intended, controlled, and caused by 

the actor. My primary hypothesis was that considerations of morally bad behavior would 

motivate people not only to attribute a greater degree of free will to the specific perpetrator, but 

to believe more in the free will of people generally. 

Moral Responsibility, Punishment, and Social Control 



 
 

7 
 

Why should people be motivated to see others as morally responsible for their wrongful 

behaviors? As social beings with limited resources, humans face a fundamental adaptive 

challenge to suppress selfish behavior and promote group cooperation and coordination (Haidt & 

Kesebir, 2010; Henrich et al., 2006). Unfortunately, people often try to contribute less than their 

share or take more than their share in group-based tasks (e.g., Kerr, 1983; Kerr & Bruun, 1983; 

Latané, Williams & Harkins, 1979; Orbell & Dawes, 1981). Such antisocial behavior not only 

has its own immediate consequences, but can infect an entire group with selfish, uncooperative 

tendencies, making it all the more urgent to punish and prevent such actions. Broken Windows 

Theory (Kelling & Wilson, 1982) argues that when environmental cues suggest high levels of 

crime (e.g., because of graffiti), people are more likely to commit crimes themselves, and this 

view has been supported by empirical research (Cialdini, Reno, & Kallgren; 1990; Kerr et al., 

2009). Moreover, people perceive cooperation as more of a moral obligation when punishment is 

a possibility (Mulder, 2008) and are more inclined to behave selfishly when they know they will 

not be punished (Fehr & Gächter, 2005). Punishing transgressors is thus not only important to 

prevent a specific transgressor from committing further crimes, but also to shape joint 

expectations about appropriate behavior (Henrich et al., 2006).  

One explanation for the impulse to punish is that it is rooted in material self-interest. 

Many theorists have argued, however, that humans have evolved to have a stake in the successful 

functioning of their social group (e.g., Haidt, 2012) and are therefore punitive toward rule 

breakers regardless of whether the infractions directly harm the self (e.g., Baumeister, 2005; 

Fukuyama, 2011). Indeed, Fehr and Gächter (2005) showed that people will punish rule-breakers 

even when it comes at a clear cost to the punisher’s self-interest.  
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In order to flourish, societies must make the costs of rule breaking outweigh its benefits. 

Moral responsibility is a construct that permits societies (and individuals) to blame and punish 

others for their harmful actions. Insofar as free will is a prerequisite for moral responsibility, 

ascribing free will to criminals or other miscreants provides a crucial justification for punishing 

them for their actions. Therefore, I propose that the pervasive belief in free will partially flows 

from a fundamental desire for moral responsibility in order to justify punishing others for their 

anti-social behaviors. When there is a desire to punish, as when people are confronted with 

immoral behavior, people should be motivated to believe in free will. 

Consequences of Punishment 

While punishing criminals is beneficial on a group-level, being punitive can devastate 

individual well-being. Indeed various ancient and traditional forms of punishment may seem 

barbaric in modern society (e.g., burning, flaying, crucifixion, beheading, hanging, public 

execution), and there remains a great deal of controversy surrounding current methods of 

punishment (e.g., torture, capital punishment). While punishing criminals is a requirement for a 

functioning society, intentionally inflicting harm on other humans can cause great distress. For 

example, research has demonstrated that being unforgiving is associated with worse subjective 

well-being, higher depression, higher stress, and worse psychological well-being (Lawler-Row & 

Piferi, 2005), and that venting anger actually leads to greater anger and aggression (Bushman, 

2002). 

The damaging effects of punitiveness are also reflected by the heightened prevalence of 

mental health issues among those called upon to deliver punishment on society’s behalf. In a 

study of 3599 corrections officers, depression rates were more than three times higher and 

Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) rates nearly eight times higher than those of the general 
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population (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2011; Spinarius, Denhof, & Kellaway, 

2012). Even making the decision to punish without carrying out the punishment oneself can take 

an emotional, psychological, and even physical toll. Many jurors who have served on capital 

trials report experiencing mental and emotional upset for weeks or even months after the trial, 

causing relationship problems, difficulty sleeping, and physical illness (Antonio, 2006). 

Furthermore, capital trial jurors whose verdicts resulted in a death sentence experienced greater 

symptoms of PTSD than capital trial jurors whose verdicts did not render a death sentence 

(Cusack, 1999). Above and beyond the process of the trial, the severity of the punishment 

delivered seems to cause additional distress on those required to administer it. 

Severe punishment may be especially traumatic if the criminal in question is not 

responsible for the crime (e.g., the wrongfully accused, children, the mentally ill), which would 

be the case for all criminals, and all people, if free will did not exist. I propose that because free 

will is considered a prerequisite for moral responsibility (e.g., Nichols & Knobe, 2007; 

Sarkissian et al., 2010), believing in free will justifies one’s punitive impulses thus dampening 

the negative feelings that typically arise when a fellow human is harmed. Therefore, I 

hypothesized that increasing free will beliefs would alleviate the negative psychological 

consequences of punitiveness. 

Villainous Victims 

 Humans are generally empathic beings, but when dealing with murderers, rapists, and 

thieves, it is to the benefit of society for its members to be vengeful and unforgiving. Recent 

events have demonstrated that not only do people fail to empathize when bad things happen to 

bad people – but that many people even celebrate the sufferings of perceived villains (e.g., the 

celebrations in Libya following the brutal public death of Muammar Gaddafi, the American 
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celebrations following the killing of Osama Bin Laden). These observations are supported by a 

classic social psychology experiment by Aronson and Cope (1968) that showed that participants 

came to like a stranger who behaved in an aggressive, obnoxious manner, as long as his target 

was someone who had previously mistreated the participant. In fact, as young as 8 months old, 

infants show a preference for a puppet that harmed an antisocial puppet over one that helped the 

antisocial puppet (Hamlin, Wynn, Bloom, & Mahajan, 2011). Thus the tendency to lack empathy 

for victims who are themselves morally reprehensible appears to be innate. 

Consistent with this logic, if punitive motivations drive free will beliefs as I 

hypothesized, then an immoral act directed toward an immoral victim would not enhance free 

will beliefs as much as the same immoral act directed toward a morally admirable person. 

Accordingly, I hypothesized that free will beliefs would increase when harmful behaviors were 

directed toward the self or morally good others, but not when immoral acts were directed toward 

morally bad others. 

One’s Own Misdeeds 

 I also predicted another boundary condition on the general tendency for immoral 

behaviors to evoke heightened belief in free will. In contrast to my general hypothesis that 

exposure to immoral actions would motivate free will beliefs, one’s own untoward actions may 

elicit motivational forces that differ from the ones evoked by others’ bad behaviors. Specifically,  

people may not be motivated to assign greater responsibility to themselves for their own 

wrongful behaviors than their own morally good actions. 

The idea that guilt inspires a wish to be punished has a long history in psychology (e.g., 

Freud, 1924/1953), but empirical evidence has largely failed to support it (Baumeister & Scher, 

1988; Baumeister, Stillwell, & Heatherton, 1994). Criminals show little sign of seeking 
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punishment and typically go to great lengths to evade punishment by hiring lawyers, making 

excuses, lying, making plea bargains, etc. As such, the goal of minimizing feelings of guilt and 

maintaining self-esteem may motivate people to downplay free will beliefs when they 

themselves have misbehaved. People tend to take responsibility for their positive actions but 

deny responsibility for their negative actions (e.g., Bradley, 1978; Greenberg, Pyszczynski, 

Solomon, 1980; Heider, 1958). By seeing one’s own wrongful actions as inevitable and 

unpreventable, people may reduce their responsibility and consequently their blameworthiness. 

Therefore, I hypothesized that free will beliefs would increase in response to others’ immoral 

behavior – but not from consideration of one’s own immoral behavior. 

Overview of Studies 

Eight experiments and two correlational studies tested the hypothesis that a key factor 

promoting belief in free will is a fundamental desire to hold others morally responsible for their 

wrongful behaviors and to justify such punitive impulses. Study1 investigated whether people 

would attribute more free will to historic figures viewed as morally bad than historic figures 

viewed as morally good. In Study 2, I compared positive and negative actions by the self and 

others in both moral and achievement domains to determine whether people would attribute 

greater free will to others’ immoral behaviors in comparison to one’s own immoral behaviors or 

negative behaviors in general. Study 3 tested whether this effect would extend beyond actor-

specific attributions to generalized beliefs about the human capacity for free will. In Study 4, I 

sought to determine whether immoral behavior would promote free will beliefs only when 

directed toward the self or a good other, but not when immoral behavior was directed toward a 

bad other. This would imply that free will belief is motivated not only by concerns for the self, 

but by social concerns as well. Study 5 used an indirect measurement approach to test whether 



 
 

12 
 

immoral actions would lead to biased processing of scientific research arguing against the 

possibility of free will. Study 6 investigated the link between free will beliefs and immoral 

behavior outside the laboratory by determining whether countries with higher crime rates also 

have higher country-level free will belief. Study 7 tested whether this effect was due to increased 

punitive motivations. In Study 8, I sought to replicate the effect with an ostensibly real classroom 

cheating incident. Studies 9 and 10 went further to determine correlationally (Study 9) and 

experimentally (Study 10) whether heightened belief in free will alleviated the negative 

psychological consequences of punitiveness. Together, the studies represent a methodologically 

diverse test of my motivational account of free will belief. 

Summary of Hypotheses  

The study hypotheses are as follows: 

Hypothesis 1 – motivated free will belief hypothesis: People will believe more in free will 

after exposure to morally bad actions than morally good and morally neutral actions. This 

hypothesis will be tested by Study 1 by having participants consider the lives of historic moral 

figures, Study 2 by having participants write about moral actions, Studies 3-5 by having 

participants read about moral actions, and Study 6 by determining the relationship between 

nation-level crime and homicide rates and free will belief. 

Hypothesis 2 – punitive motives as mechanism hypothesis: People’s heightened desire to 

punish immoral actors will account for motivated increases in free will belief after exposure to 

immoral actions. First, this hypothesis will be tested indirectly by Studies 2 and 4 by comparing 

free will attributions and beliefs after exposure to immoral actions that elicit punitive motives 

(those performed by others or that victimize morally admirable others) and those that do not 

elicit punitive motives (those performed by the self or that victimize morally abhorrent others). I 
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will also test this hypothesis directly in Studies 7 and 8 by determining whether participants’ 

self-reported desire to punish immoral actors mediates the influence of exposure to immoral 

behaviors on free will beliefs. 

Hypothesis 3 – function of free will hypothesis: Heightened free will beliefs will alleviate 

the negative psychological consequences of punitiveness. Study 9 will test this hypothesis 

correlationally by analyzing the relationship between trait-level punitiveness and free will belief 

on anxiety. Study 10 will test this hypothesis experimentally by determining whether  

eliciting a heightened desire to punish will lead to heightened anxiety when motivated increases 

in free will beliefs are thwarted by an anti-free will argument, but not when they are supported 

by a pro-free will argument. 

Study 1 

Study 1 sought to build upon past research showing that people attribute greater control 

and intentionality to people who perform immoral behaviors than to people who perform morally 

good behaviors (e.g., Alicke, 2000; Knobe, 2003) by determining whether this differential 

pattern of responsibility-related attributions would extend to attributions of free will. In Study 1, 

participants rated the degree of freedom that morally good and morally bad historic figures had 

to behave differently in their lives. I hypothesized that people would ascribe more free will to the 

morally bad individuals than the morally good individuals. 

Method 

Participants. One hundred and thirty-nine participants were recruited using Amazon’s 

Mechanical Turk (52 female, 1 unspecified, mean age = 26.41).  

Procedure. Participants were asked to rate the free will of two groups of well-known 

individuals: people widely perceived as morally good (Mother Theresa, Martin Luther King Jr., 
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Jesus, Mahatma Gandhi, and the Dalai Lama, α = .78) and people widely perceived as morally 

bad (Adolf Hitler, Osama Bin Laden, Jerry Sandusky, and Bernie Madoff, α = .77). Participants 

responded to the following question: “Please consider the life of Adolf Hitler (Mahatma Gandhi, 

Jerry Sandusky, etc.). Taking into account how Hitler was raised and the culture he grew up in, 

how free was Hitler to act differently in his life?”, rated on a 7-point scale from “not at all free” 

to “completely free”. Half of the participants were asked to rate the moral individuals first, 

whereas the other half were asked to rate the immoral individuals first. To ensure that people 

were aware of whom these well-known individuals were, they were asked to indicate whether 

they recognized their names. Finally, demographic information was assessed.  

Results 

If a participant indicated a lack of awareness about whom an individual was, that 

participant’s answer was excluded. Overall, participants indicated a high awareness of these 

historic figures, and only a very small number had to be excluded. The number of excluded 

participants ranged from 2 (Hitler) to 6 (Gandhi, the Dalai Lama). Bernie Madoff was the only 

outlier, with 30 participants indicating they were not familiar with him.  

A mixed model analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted with morality of the 

historic figure (morally good, morally bad) as a within-subjects variable and order (morally good 

first, morally bad first) as a between-subjects factor. As predicted, there was a main effect of 

morality, F(1, 134) = 54.60, p < .001, ηp
2 = .29. Participants rated the immoral people as having 

more free will (M = 5.60, SD = 1.21) than the morally good people (M = 4.80, SD = 1.30). There 

was also a main effect of order, F(1, 134) = 8.33, p = .005, ηp
2 = .059 such that those who rated 

the immoral people first gave higher overall ratings of free will (M = 5.47, SD = 1.07) than those 
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who rated the morally good people first (M = 4.94, SD = 1.04). The interaction between morality 

and order was not significant, F(1, 134) = .56, p = .46, ηp
2 = .004. 

Discussion 

Consistent with my ‘motivated free will belief hypothesis’, Study 1 found that immoral 

historic figures were believed to have had more free will in their lives than morally good historic 

figures. These findings underscore the importance of moral responsibility in the concept of free 

will: people who behave immorally are regarded as acting of their own free will and therefore 

bear responsibility for their actions. 

Study 1 also showed that people strove to maintain consistency in their free will ratings. 

Between participants, there was a clear pattern of attributing more free will to wrongdoers than 

to moral exemplars. Within participants, however, there were efforts toward consistency. Those 

who rated the morally bad individuals first (and therefore espoused high levels of belief in free 

will) tended to also give higher ratings of free will in their later ratings of the morally good 

individuals. In contrast, those who rated the morally good individuals first (and therefore 

espoused lower levels of free will) ascribed less free will to the morally bad individuals they 

judged afterward. It seems that participants tried to make free will judgments independent of 

moral considerations, but the results indicated that free will judgments were morally motivated. 

While Study 1 provided initial support for my hypothesis, the morally good and morally 

bad historic figures that participants judged differed in more ways than their moral tendencies, 

and no attempt was made to control for these other varying factors. Moreover, the historic 

figures were selected for being among the most extreme cases of morally good and bad behavior. 

Such extreme instances of immoral behavior may elicit the strongest motives to punish, but may 

not be representative of the types of immoral behaviors people are likely to confront and judge in 
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their everyday lives. For this reason, Study 2 had participants write about moral behaviors they 

have performed or witnessed in their own lives to determine whether an analogous effect would 

be observed for immoral behaviors people confront in their day-to-day lives.  

Study 2 

Study 2 sought to expand upon Study 1 in a number of ways. First, Study 2 had 

participants write about behaviors they have performed or witnessed in their own lives to 

determine whether the effect would replicate for more typical, everyday immoral actions. Study 

2 also sought to determine whether a differential pattern of free will attributions would emerge 

for others’ immoral actions and one’s own immoral actions, and to determine whether it is 

immoral actions specifically, or negative actions in general that motivate free will beliefs. 

In contrast to my general hypothesis that immoral behavior would motivate free will 

belief, one’s own untoward actions may evoke motivational forces that differ from ones evoked 

by others’ bad behaviors. As people tend to take responsibility for their own positive actions, but 

deny responsibility for their negative actions (e.g., Bradley, 1978; Greenberg et al., 1980; Heider, 

1958), people may also downplay their ability to have avoided their own immoral behaviors. 

Furthermore, I propose that free will is driven more by the social motive to hold others morally 

responsible and less by feelings of personal control and responsibility. For these reasons, I 

hypothesized that participants would attribute more free will to others’ immoral actions than 

others’ morally good actions, but that this pattern would not emerge for one’s own moral 

behaviors. I also hypothesized that participants would attribute more free will to others’ immoral 

actions than to their own, but that there would be no differences between one’s own and others’ 

morally good actions. 
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Study 2 also sought to determine whether the differential pattern of free will attributions 

for good and bad actions would be specific to the moral domain, or whether this pattern would 

emerge for other non-moral positive and negative actions. In Study 2, participants wrote about 

their own or another’s morally good or morally bad action or their own or another’s (non-moral) 

achievement or failure. As people may not wish to see themselves punished for their own 

immoral actions, and presumably do not experience strong punitive motives when they or others 

fail to achieve a goal, I predicted that people would attribute more free will to others’ immoral 

actions than one’s own immoral actions, others’ morally good actions, and one’s own morally 

good actions. I also expected that this pattern would be specific to moral actions and not negative 

actions in general. That is, I hypothesized that there would be no differences between attributions 

of free will to the self and others for failures (or achievements). 

Method 

Participants. Three hundred and fifty-nine undergraduates (283 female, 5 sex 

unspecified, Mage = 20.70) participated in an online study in exchange for course credit. 

Procedure. In a 2(actor: self or other) x 2(action type: moral or achievement) x 2(action 

valence: positive or negative) between-subjects design, participants were asked to write about 

their own or another’s morally good behavior, morally bad behavior, achievement, or failure 

(exact phrasing of all items can be found in the appendices). Typical examples of morally good 

behaviors were volunteer work, giving money or food to the homeless, and returning found items 

to owners. Typical morally bad behaviors were cheating on homework, stealing from stores, and 

underage drinking. Typical achievements were getting into a particular college, doing well in 

courses, and saving money. Typical failures were not getting into a particular college, failing 

courses, and failing to lose weight. 
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  After the writing task, participants rated the actor’s free will by responding to two items: 

“To what extent do you feel your/(this person’s) own freely chosen actions are responsible for 

the outcome?” and “To what extent could you/(this person) have made other choices that would 

have resulted in a different outcome?” These questions were rated on 7-point scales from “not at 

all” to “very much so” and combined into an index, r = .44, p < .001. Finally, participants 

completed a demographics questionnaire. 

Results 

A 2x2x2 ANOVA on free will attributions revealed only one significant effect: an 

interaction between action type and action valence, F(1, 358) = 4.69, p = .031, ηp
2 = .013. This 

interaction confirms that free will beliefs operate differently for morally relevant behavior than 

for achievement-related behavior, and suggests the importance of examining the two domains 

independently. 

A 2x2 ANOVA on free will attributions about morally-relevant behaviors showed a 

significant actor x action valence interaction, F(1, 192) = 5.47, p = .02, ηp
2 = .028 (see Figure 1). 

Consistent with my hypothesis, for behaviors enacted by others, participants attributed 

significantly more free will to performers of immoral behaviors (M = 6.30, SD = .92) than 

morally good behaviors (M = 5.60, SD = 1.23), F(1, 189) = 6.57, p = .011, d = .65. In contrast, 

attributions of free will to the self did not differ as a function of whether they were rating their 

own immoral (M = 5.67, SD = 1.66) or morally good behavior (M = 5.82, SD = .94), F(189) = 

.38, p = .54, d = .11. Participants were also significantly more likely to attribute free will to 

another’s immoral actions than to their own immoral actions, F(1, 189) = 6.82, p = .017, d = .47, 

but no more likely to attribute free will to their own or another’s morally good actions, F(189) = 

.74, p = .39, d = .20. No main effects were significant, ps>.12. 
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In contrast, a 2x2 ANOVA on free will attributions in the achievement domain yielded no 

significant effects, ps>.12 (see Figure 2). 

 

 

Figure 1. Free will attributions by actor and action valence conditions in Study 1 (action type: 
moral only). Higher values indicate greater attributions of free will. Error bars represent standard 
errors. 
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Figure 2. Free will attributions by actor and action valence conditions in Study 1 (action type: 
achievement only). Higher values indicate greater attributions of free will. Error bars represent 
standard errors. 
 

Discussion 

Supporting my ‘motivated free will belief hypothesis’, the strongest attributions of free 

will were made in response to the morally bad behaviors of other people. People attributed more 

free will to others’ morally bad actions than to others’ morally good actions. They also attributed 

more free will to others’ morally bad actions than to their own morally bad (or morally good) 

actions. In contrast, there were no significant differences between one’s own and others’ non-

moral positive and negative actions. This pattern of results is suggestive of the role of punitive 

motivation in heightening perceptions of free action. As people do not desire to see themselves 

punished for their own immoral actions (e.g., Baumeister et al., 1994) and presumably do not 

wish to punish oneself or others for their failures, these findings are consistent with the idea that 

punitive motivations underlie increased attributions of free will. 
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A weakness of the present results is that the three-way interaction was not significant. 

Specifically, the interaction between action type and action valence did not significantly differ 

between when participants wrote about their own behavior or another’s behavior. Despite this 

limitation, the individual comparisons testing the main aspects of my hypotheses that people 

would attribute more free will to others’ immoral actions than others’ morally good actions and 

their own immoral actions revealed statistically significant medium to large effects (Cohen, 

1988). Furthermore, as can be seen in Figures 1 and 2, it was only others’ immoral actions that 

elicited higher attributions of free will in the negative action valence condition than the positive 

action valence condition. For one’s own moral actions and one’s own and others’ non-moral 

actions, free will attributions were higher for positive actions than negative ones (though not 

significantly). That a unique pattern of free will attributions emerged for others’ immoral actions 

is consistent with my proposition that people are motivated to see others’ immoral actions as the 

most freely enacted. 

Study 2 had people recall events from their own lives. Although these manipulations are 

useful ways of linking laboratory ratings to real experiences, it is unclear whether the differences 

found reflect different interpretations of similar events or differential selection of events. 

Moreover, people’s ratings of their own freedom in a particular situation may be subject to a 

variety of constraints and inputs, including introspective memory of what one felt and did. Study 

3 avoided these confounds by having participants rate vignettes of specific moral behaviors. 

Study 3 

The results of Studies 1 and 2 showed that attributions of free will, like judgments of 

intentionality and control, can be motivated by exposure to others’ immoral behaviors. While 

generally consistent with my motivated account of free will belief, my main objective was to 
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explain the strength and prevalence of free will beliefs in general. For this reason, Study 3 

included a measure of generalized belief in free will. 

Study 3 also sought to confirm my hypothesized direction of influence. I propose that 

free will beliefs are motivated by a desire to hold others morally responsible and punish others 

for their immoral behaviors. Studies 1 and 2 compared morally bad actions to morally good ones 

without a neutral control, thus leaving open the possibility that morally good actions led to 

decreased free will beliefs rather than that morally bad actions led to increased free will beliefs. 

In Study 3, a morally neutral condition served as a control to confirm that immoral behavior 

leads to increased free will beliefs. Participants read either a newspaper article about a corrupt 

judge or a control article about a job search, and then reported their belief about the general 

existence of free will. I predicted that free will beliefs would be higher after reading about the 

corrupt judge than after reading the control article. 

Method 

Participants. One hundred and seventy-one participants (86 female, Mage = 34.48) 

participated in a study on Amazon’s Mechanical Turk in exchange for a small payment.  

Procedure. Participants were told that they were participating in a study about memory, 

and were randomly assigned to read one of two newspaper articles. Participants in the morally 

bad condition read a newspaper article that was based on a true scandal that occurred in Luzerne 

County, Pennsylvania. The article described a corrupt judge who was caught jailing children in 

exchange for kickbacks from privately run juvenile detention centers. Participants in the morally 

neutral condition read an article that described a search for a new school superintendent in the 

same county. 
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Morally Bad Condition: 

Nation rocked by ‘jailing kids for cash’ scandal 

At a friend's sleepover more than a year ago, 14-year-old Phillip Swartley pocketed 

change from unlocked vehicles in the neighborhood to buy chips and soft drinks. The cops 

caught him. 

There was no need for an attorney, said Phillip's mother, Amy Swartley, who thought at 

most, the judge would slap her son with a fine or community service. 

But she was shocked to find her eighth-grader handcuffed and shackled in the courtroom 

and sentenced to a youth detention center. Then, he was shipped to a boarding school for 

troubled teens for nine months. 

"Yes, my son made a mistake, but I didn't think he was going to be taken away from me," 

said Swartley, a 41-year-old single mother raising two boys in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania. 

The justice system in Luzerne County, Pennsylvania, has fallen prey to corruption. The 

county has been rocked by a kickback scandal involving two elected judges who essentially jailed 

kids for cash. Many of the children had appeared before judges without a lawyer. 

The nonprofit Juvenile Law Center in Philadelphia said Phillip is one of at least 5,000 

children over the past five years who appeared before former Luzerne County Judge Mark 

Ciavarella. Many of these children had no prior offenses and would normally be shown leniency 

through being fined or required to do community service. Yet Ciavarella had an ulterior motive- 

to incarcerate them in order to receive money. 

Ciavarella, 58, corruptly and fraudulently "created the potential for an increased number 

of juvenile offenders to be sent to juvenile detention facilities," federal court documents alleged. 

Children would be placed in private detention centers, under contract with the court, to increase 
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the head count. In exchange, the two judges would receive kickbacks. Essentially, Ciavarella 

made millions off of unjustly incarcerating young people. 

 

Morally Neutral Condition: 

Luzerne County school district starts superintendent search 

The Crestwood school district, located in Luzerne County in Pennsylvania, recently 

announced its intent to look for a new superintendent. The current superintendent, Mark 

Ciavarella, will retire at the end of this school year. 

Ciavarella, who was elected to the position in 1992, has been working on improving the 

school district for over two decades. Crestwood school district has over 3,000 students, and 

employs more than 150 teachers. It has two elementary schools, one middle school, and one high 

school.  

Superintendent Ciavarella worked closely with the town mayor, Michael Conahan. The 

smooth collaboration of the two in the education sector has “made [Crestwood schools] 

unique,” according to the Board of Education curriculum committee chair Susan Samuels.  

The city began its search for superintendent last month by hiring search firm PROACT to screen 

potential candidates. The Board of Education will select the new leader according to a 

participatory search process involving three open forums — the second of which is taking place 

this week — and 17 focus groups to hear from the community’s stakeholders, including students, 

parents, teachers and community organizations. 

There is so much at stake,” said Alex Johnston, a member of the Board of Education. 

“But at the end of the day we need a leader who can make informed, good decisions.” Johnston 
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said that the superintendent’s leadership is critical to maintaining the level of achievement that 

Crestwood public schools have been showing for the past few years.  

As the search for the new superintendent gets underway, many of the Board of Education 

members reflect on the job well done of Superintendent Ciavarella. Board member Alex Johnston 

says Ciavarella "epitomizes what it means to be an educator."  

 

Participants were then asked to fill out several “personality scales.” To avoid suspicion, 

participants were first asked to fill out a shortened version of the social desirability scale, which 

asks participants to rate four sentences like “I sometimes feel resentful when I don’t get my way” 

(Reynolds, 1982). Then, participants reported their free will beliefs on the Free Will and 

Determinism scale (FAD-Plus; Paulhus & Carey, 2011), one of the most commonly used scales 

to measure free will beliefs (e.g., Baumeister et al., 2009; Shariff et al., in press; Stillman, 

Baumeister et al., 2011; Vohs & Schooler, 2008). The free will subscale consists of seven items 

designed to capture beliefs about people’s general capacity for free action (e.g., “People have 

complete free will.”, “Strength of mind can always overcome the body’s desires.”), each rated on 

a 5-point scale from “Strongly disagree” to “Strongly agree” (α = .86). 

Because the news article in the morally bad condition was based on a real event, 

participants in this condition were then asked whether they had heard of the case before. Lastly, 

participants filled out a demographic questionnaire.  

Results 

Sixteen participants indicated that they had previously heard of the case. Because having 

previously heard about the corrupt judge might constrain people’s responses, these participants 

were removed from analysis. Participants who read about the corrupt judge reported significantly 
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higher levels of free will belief (M = 4.01, SD = .66) than did those who read about the job 

search (M = 3.72, SD = .70), t(153) = 2.65, p = .009, d = .43. 

Discussion 

People believed more in free will after exposure to an immoral action than a morally 

neutral action, again, consistent with my ‘motivated free will belief hypothesis’. Extending work 

that has demonstrated motivated attributions of responsibility to specific perpetrators of immoral 

actions, Study 3 showed that immoral behavior can motivate broad beliefs about the human 

capacity for free action as measured by the FAD-Plus, the scale commonly used by social 

psychologists to measure free will beliefs. Supporting my core prediction, reactions to misdeeds 

by others seemed to cause mental shifts that went beyond the specific incident to invoke broad 

assumptions about human nature and responsible action in general. 

Study 3 also extended the results of Studies 1 and 2 by confirming that changes in free 

will beliefs were driven by immoral rather than morally good behavior. In Study 3, participants 

were exposed to an act that was either immoral or morally neutral. The difference in free will 

beliefs found between these two conditions supports my contention that immoral behavior 

promotes belief in free will rather than that morally positive behavior undermines free will 

beliefs. 

Study 4 

Study 4 expanded upon Study 3 in a number of ways. First, a set of vignettes describing 

more closely matched immoral and morally neutral behaviors were used in Study 4 to confirm 

the replicability of the effect of immoral behavior on free will belief found in Study 3. Study 4 

also examined how the target of a perpetrator’s actions might affect free will beliefs. Past 

research suggests that punitiveness extends beyond immediate personal concerns and material 
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self-interest to reflect a general preference for just outcomes (Carlsmith, Darley, & Robinson, 

2002; Lerner, 1980) and a desire to defend groups against antisocial rule-breakers (Baumeister, 

2005; Fukuyama, 2011; Haidt, 2012). For example, the phenomenon of altruistic punishment 

reveals that people punish norm violators even at cost to themselves and without any direct 

benefit (Fehr & Gächter, 2005). Because people experience heightened punitive motives when 

others are harmed, I hypothesized that immoral behaviors directed toward others, which are 

irrelevant to one’s own self-interest, would motivate free will beliefs just as they would when 

directed toward the self. That is, people should be motivated to believe in free will not only when 

an immoral action harms the self, but also when immoral actions are directed toward others and 

have no direct bearing on one’s own self interest. 

Then again, not all victims are innocent, and actions that harm those who are themselves 

morally reprehensible may not evoke strong punitive motivations. Past research indicates that 

people actually like individuals who harm immoral others (e.g., Aronson & Cope, 1968) and 

prefer those who harm antisocial others over those who help antisocial others (Hamlin et al., 

2011). If punitive motivations drive free will beliefs as I propose, then an immoral act directed 

toward an immoral victim should not enhance free will beliefs as strongly as the same immoral 

act directed toward a morally admirable victim. Accordingly, I hypothesized that free will beliefs 

would increase when harmful behaviors were directed toward the self or morally admirable 

others, but not when immoral acts were directed toward morally abhorrent others. 

To test these predictions, Study 4 manipulated both the moral quality of an act (an 

immoral act vs. a morally neutral act) and the moral quality of the target of the act (the self vs. a 

morally good person vs. a morally bad person). I predicted that because people should be less 

strongly motivated to punish someone who injured the morally unappealing target than either the 
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moral exemplar or the self (presumably also seen by most as morally good), free will beliefs 

would be higher in the latter two cases than in the former. 

Method  

Participants. Three hundred and thirteen undergraduates (254 female, Mage = 20.25) 

participated in an online study in exchange for course credit. 

Procedure. In a 2 (action valence: morally bad vs. morally neutral) x 3 (action target: 

self, good other, bad other) between-subjects design, participants read a hypothetical scenario 

about an immoral behavior (a man robbing a home) or a morally neutral behavior (a man taking 

aluminum cans out of a recycling bin) directed either toward the self, a “good” person (Sam, a 

special education teacher), or a “bad” person (Sam, a convicted sexual criminal). 

 

Morally Bad: You/Sam, (a special education teacher/a convicted sexual criminal,) wake 

up one morning and find that someone robbed your home while you were sleeping. Your window 

is broken and all of your valuables are missing. After a police investigation, you learn that the 

robber is unemployed, has two children, and sold all of your belongings on eBay.16 

 

Morally Neutral: You/Sam, (a special education teacher/a convicted sexual criminal,) 

wake up one morning and find that someone rooted through your recycling bin at the end of your 

driveway while you were sleeping. There is no mess, but all of your aluminum cans are missing. 

After talking to your neighbors, you learn that the person is unemployed, has two children, and 

sells the cans to a recycling company. 

 

                                                
1 For the two Sam conditions, the verb and pronouns are changed from second to third person. 



 
 

29 
 

After imagining the scenario, participants rated the perpetrator’s free will by responding 

to three items: “To what extent would you feel this person took Sam's aluminum cans/(robbed 

Sam) because of their own freely chosen actions?”, “To what extent would you feel this person 

could have made other choices?”, and “To what extent would you feel this person exercised their 

own free will in choosing to take Sam's aluminum cans/(rob Sam)?”. These questions were rated 

on 7-point scales from “not at all” to “very much so” and combined into an index, α = .74, p < 

.001.  

After rating the perpetrator’s free will, participants reported their general free will beliefs 

on two well-validated scales, the FAD-Plus (Paulhus & Carey, 2011), as used in study 3 (α = 

.74), and the Stroessner Free Will-Determinism Scale (Stroessner & Green, 1990). In contrast to 

the FAD-Plus which measures belief about how much free will people in general have, the 

Stroessner libertarianism subscale measures belief about how much free will the self has. This 

subscale contains four items (e.g., “I have total free will.”, “I am free to make choices in my life 

regardless of social conditions.”), each rated on a 7-point scale from “Strongly disagree” to 

“Strongly agree” (α = .79). Finally, participants completed a demographics questionnaire. 

Results 

 Three 2x3 ANOVAs on the free will attribution measure, FAD-Plus free will subscale, 

and Stroessner libertarianism subscale were conducted to assess differences in attributions of free 

will and free will belief between the behavior and target conditions. 

Free Will Attributions. Participants’ free will attributions revealed a significant main 

effect for action valence, F(1, 306) = 7.03, p = .008, ηp
2 = .018 (see Figure 3). Across target 

conditions, participants who read about the home robbery rated the perpetrator as having had 

more free will (M = 5.67, SD = 1.16) than did participants who read about the aluminum can 
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foraging incident (M = 5.28, SD = 1.33). More importantly, there was also a significant valence × 

target interaction, F(2, 306) = 3.82, p = .023, ηp
2 = .027. Simple effects analyses revealed that 

when the behavior was directed toward the self, participants were significantly more likely to 

attribute free will to the perpetrator in the morally bad condition (M = 5.83, SD = 1.07) than in 

the morally neutral condition (M = 4.99, SD = 1.56), F(1, 301) = 11.04, p = .001, d = .63. When 

the behavior was directed toward the good other, participants were likewise more likely to 

attribute free will to the perpetrator in the morally bad condition (M = 5.73, SD = 1.21) than in 

the morally neutral condition (M = 5.30, SD = 1.13), F(1, 301) = 3.34, p = .069, d = .37, though 

this effect was only marginally significant. However, these differences vanished when the 

behavior was directed toward the bad other: Participants were no more likely to attribute free 

will to the perpetrator in the morally bad condition (M = 5.44, SD = 1.17) than in the morally 

neutral condition (M = 5.58, SD = 1.20), F(1, 301) = .31, p = .58, d = .12. 
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Figure 3. Free will attributions by behavior and target conditions in Study 4. Higher values 
indicate greater attributions of free will. Error bars represent standard errors. 
 

Free Will Belief (FAD-Plus). The FAD-Plus measure of general free will belief also 

revealed a significant main effect for action valence, F(1, 306) = 10.48, p = .001, ηp
2 = .033 (see 

Figure 4). Participants who read about the home robbery believed more in free will (M = 3.86, 

SD = .56) than participants who read about the aluminum can foraging incident (M = 3.65, SD = 

.59). While the valence × target interaction did not reach significance, F(2, 306) = 1.53, p = .22, 

ηp
2 = .013, simple effects analyses revealed that participants believed significantly more in free 

will after reading about the teacher being robbed (M = 3.93, SD = .56) than the teacher’s cans 

being taken (M = 3.56, SD = .57), F(1, 301) = 11.47, p = .001, d = .65. There were no differences 

in free will beliefs when the behavior was directed toward the self between the morally bad 

condition (M = 3.86, SD = .61) and morally neutral condition (M = 3.75, SD = .59), F(1, 301) = 

.89, p = .35, d = .18, nor when the behavior was directed toward the bad other between the 
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morally bad condition (M = 3.79, SD = .53) and the morally neutral condition (M = 3.63, SD = 

.60), F(1, 301) = 1.88, p = .17, d = .28. In contrast to the pattern seen in the specific free will 

attributions, it was injury to the good other rather than to the self that elicited the clearest 

differences in FAD-Plus scores.  

 

 

Figure 4. FAD-Plus free will belief by behavior and target conditions in Study 4. Higher values 
indicate higher free will belief. Error bars represent standard errors. 
 
 

Free Will Belief (Stroessner). Similar to the pattern found on the other two free will 

measures, the Stroessner measure of free will belief revealed a significant main effect for action 

valence, F(1, 306) = 6.03, p = .015, ηp
2 = .018 (see Figure 5). Participants who read about the 

morally bad incident believed more in free will (M = 5.09, SD = 1.06) than participants who read 

about the morally neutral scenario (M = 4.75, SD = 1.20). As with the FAD-Plus measure, the 
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valence × target interaction did not reach significance, F(2, 306) = 1.48, p = .23, ηp
2 = .013. 

However, closely resembling the pattern of results found for the FAD-Plus measure, simple 

effects analyses revealed that participants believed significantly more in free will after reading 

about the teacher being robbed (M = 5.34, SD = 1.04) than the teacher’s cans being taken (M = 

4.71, SD = 1.11), F(1, 301) = 8.36, p = .004, d = .59. There were no differences in free will 

beliefs when the behavior was directed toward the self between the morally bad condition (M = 

5.00, SD = 1.02) and morally neutral condition (M = 4.86, SD = 1.21), F(1, 301) = .39, p = .53, d 

= .13, nor when the behavior was directed toward the bad other between the morally bad 

condition (M = 4.86, SD = 1.06) and the morally neutral condition (M = 4.67, SD = 1.30), F(1, 

301) = .65, p = .42, d = .16. 

 

 

Figure 5. Stroessner free will belief by behavior and target conditions in Study 4. Higher values 
indicate higher free will belief. Error bars represent standard errors. 
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Discussion 

After reading about an immoral behavior that harmed an innocent person, people 

increased the degree to which they attributed free will to the perpetrator (measured by free will 

attributions), to themselves (measured by the Stroessner libertarianism subscale), and to human 

beings generally (measured by the FAD-Plus free will subscale), thus replicating the results of 

Studies1-3 and extending them to yet another well-validated measure of free will belief. The 

Stroessner libertarianism subscale measures belief in one’s own capacity for free action. Thus, 

the present results demonstrated that consideration of others’ immoral actions and the subsequent 

motive to see others as morally responsible actually increased participants’ beliefs in their own 

free will and moral responsibility. 

The results of Study 4 also demonstrated motivated beliefs in response to behaviors 

irrelevant to the self. Typically, motivational effects appear for attitudes and beliefs directly 

relevant to one’s own self-interest (e.g., illusory superiority, correspondence bias, confirmation 

bias). However, theorists have argued that moral judgment extends beyond immediate personal 

concerns, and that people will blame and judge others even for actions that have no direct impact 

on the self (Haidt, 2012). The present results support this notion by demonstrating that people 

increased their free will beliefs most strongly and consistently when the target of the harmful 

action was a morally admirable other. Thus, free will belief is not only about feelings of personal 

control and self-interest, but also about the group interest in holding members responsible for 

behaviors detrimental to successful group functioning. 

This pattern of results also provides additional support for the role of punitive motivation 

in increasing free will beliefs, consistent with my ‘punitive motives as mechanism hypothesis’. 
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While people are generally punitive toward rule breakers, past research indicates that people do 

not experience strong punitive motives toward those who harm an antisocial others (e.g., 

Aronson & Cope, 1968; Hamlin et al., 2011). Across the two measures of free will belief and the 

single measure of free will attributions, there were no significant differences in free will 

attributions or free will beliefs between the harmful and morally neutral conditions when the sex 

offender was the victim. Participants may not have experienced strong punitive motives toward 

the robber when the sex offender was the target, and therefore people may not have been 

motivated to see the robber as highly morally responsible. Studies 7 and 8 will address the issue 

of punitive motives as the mechanism more directly. 

I did find that attributions of free will differed in subtle ways from general free will 

beliefs. Attributions of free will to the perpetrator were highest when the self was the target of 

the robbery with the teacher-as-target not far behind. In contrast, general beliefs in free will were 

highest in response to the robbery of the teacher, while there were no differences in free will 

beliefs between the neutral and immoral behavior directed toward the self. One potential 

explanation may be the inverse relationship between agency and patiency (Gray, Gray, & 

Wegner, 2007; Gray & Wegner, 2007). Moral agents (those who do right or wrong) are 

perceived as less vulnerable to having others do right or wrong toward them than moral patients 

(those who have right or wrong done to them), while moral patients are perceived as less capable 

of doing right or wrong toward others. This inverse relationship provides a potential explanation 

for why free will beliefs did not increase when the self was the victim of the robbery: one’s own 

moral patient status may have reduced feelings of personal free will. This is especially likely for 

free will beliefs measured by the Stroessner libertarianism subscale, as it measures beliefs about 

how much freedom people feel they have themselves (Stroessner & Green, 1991). The FAD-Plus 
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scale, although not specifically about one’s own free will, might also be sensitive to these 

competing motivations. The free will attribution questions measured only beliefs about the 

perpetrator’s free will, and therefore would not be expected to demonstrate this pattern according 

to the moral agent/moral patient hypothesis, as the present results showed. 

Another weakness of the present results is that the behavior x target interactions did not 

reach significance for the two measures of general free will beliefs. So while there was a general 

tendency for participants to believe more in free will after reading about the robbery than the 

aluminum can foraging incident, this tendency did not significantly differ between when the 

target was the self, the special education teacher, or the sex offender. However, simple effects 

revealed that this tendency was greatest when the special education teacher was the victim with a 

statistically significant medium to large effect size (Cohen, 1988). The results were in the same 

direction when the self and the sex offender were the victims, but these effects were smaller in 

comparison, and not statistically significant. 

Study 5 

 Thus far, I have replicated the effect that people affirm free will beliefs most strongly 

when confronted by another’s immoral action by directly asking participants to rate their free 

will belief on three different free will attribution measures and two face valid free will belief 

scales. However, due to their transparency, such explicit measures are vulnerable to demand 

characteristics and consistency pressures. For this reason, Study 5 sought to replicate the effect 

using an indirect measure of free will belief, thus decreasing the likelihood that participants 

would be aware of the experimenter’s intentions. 

A large body of research has found that people are more critical evaluators of scientific 

information that challenges rather than supports their prior beliefs (Lord, Ross, & Lepper 1979; 
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Munro & Ditto, 1997). A person’s beliefs can therefore be inferred from his or her evaluation of 

scientific information that challenges or supports a particular position. Study 5 used this 

technique to indirectly measure free will beliefs. Participants read about an immoral or a morally 

neutral action, and then were told about the current debate in psychology over the existence of 

free will and read an argument for the anti-free will side. I hypothesized that participants who 

had previously read about an immoral action would evaluate the passage more negatively than 

participants who had read about a morally neutral action. 

Method 

Participants. Two hundred and twenty-four participants were recruited using Amazon’s 

Mechanical Turk. When asked whether they had taken the study seriously, eleven participants 

indicated that they had not, and were therefore removed from analysis, yielding a final sample of 

213 participants (85 female, Mage = 30.80). 

Procedure. Participants were told they would be participating in a study about how 

people encode and remember information, and were asked to read, imagine, and remember one 

of two scenarios involving Sam, a special education teacher, in vignettes adapted from Study 4. 

Half of the participants read about Sam having his valuables stolen in a home robbery (morally 

bad condition), whereas the other half read about Sam having his aluminum cans taken (morally 

neutral condition). 

Participants were then told that there was a current debate in psychology about the 

existence of free will. They were informed that they had been assigned to read one side of the 

debate, and were told to remember the information, ostensibly because they would be asked 

about the information later. All participants were given an anti-free will debate passage, which 

discussed real research in psychology on automaticity and unconscious processes. The debate 
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excerpt focused primarily on the aspect of choice in free will and did not mention moral 

responsibility. 

 

Anti-free Will Debate Passage: 

Of course, we all hold dear the idea that we're the captain of our own soul, that we have 

free will. It sure seems like we're in charge, and it's a very scary feeling when feel we're not. 

Yet thirty years plus of research has challenged the idea that we are 'masters of 

ourselves' through our reason and free will, and suggested instead that a great deal of our 

judgments about and responses to the world are automatic and unconscious, and that our reason 

often acts as a sort lawyer, defending the decisions we have already automatically made.  

Studies have shown over and over again how unconscious influences have strong effects 

over our behavior. For example, recent research from my lab has shown that people who are 

subliminally primed with rudeness are more likely later to interrupt the experimenter. In another 

study, participants who were primed with stereotypes were more likely to act in a stereotypic 

manner. For instance, people unconsciously primed with words relating to age walk more slowly 

after the experiment. 

These studies, and others like them, shows that actions and behaviors that we feel we 

have control over are actually a result of automatic reactions to stimuli in our environment. In 

other words, the subjective feeling that we experience of making choices are likely a byproduct 

of unconscious processes, and our feelings of free will are just an illusion. 

 

Participants were asked to evaluate the anti-free will argument by responding to seven 

questions (α = .80): how convinced they were by the argument, how much they wanted to read 
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more about the research mentioned, whether they thought the psychologist believed his/her 

argument, whether the psychologist was purposefully being controversial to get his/her name in 

the papers (reverse-scored), how important research on automaticity and unconscious processes 

is, whether this type of research should receive more funding, and whether it should be a central 

area of research within psychology. Each question was answered on a 7-point scale from “not at 

all” to “extremely.” Lastly, participants completed a demographic questionnaire and indicated 

how seriously they filled out the survey on a 5-point scale from “not at all” to “extremely”. 

Results 

There was a significant effect of condition, t(211) = 2.71, p = .045, d = .28. As predicted, 

participants who had previously read about the home robbery rated the debate and research on 

automaticity more negatively (M = 4.39, SD = 1.05) than did those who read about the aluminum 

can foraging incident (M = 4.68, SD = 1.04). 

Discussion 

Study 5 demonstrated that consideration of immoral behavior led people to be relatively 

skeptical when evaluating an anti-free will scientific argument. Based on past research showing 

motivated skepticism toward arguments that challenge current beliefs (e.g., Lord et al., 1979), 

skepticism regarding an anti-free will argument can be taken as an indirect measure of free will 

belief. Importantly, these findings increase confidence that the results obtained in Studies 1-4 did 

not result from demand characteristics. Furthermore, these findings suggest a potentially 

important downstream consequence of the motivation to believe in free will: it may affect 

people’s evaluations of the scientific merit of psychological findings that challenge intuitive 

conceptions of freely chosen action. 

Study 6 
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Studies 1-5 demonstrated that people increase their free will beliefs after consideration of 

immoral behavior using a variety of immoral actions and multiple measures of free will belief. 

However, I propose that motivated increases in free will beliefs are driven by a fundamental 

human need to punish delinquent members of social groups, and that such a tendency is 

culturally adaptive. Therefore, there should be evidence for this effect outside of the confines of 

the psychological laboratory and across cultures. Study 6 examined whether additional support 

for this hypothesis could be found with actual crime rates and nation-level survey data. I 

predicted that people living in nations with relatively high rates of misbehavior (i.e., violent 

crime) would also have relatively strong beliefs in free will.  

Method 

Free Will data were drawn from the 1981-1984, 1990-1993, 1994-1999, 1999-2004, and 

2005-2007 waves of the World Values Survey (WVS; 2009) using item [a173]: 

 

Some people feel they have completely free choice and control over their lives, 

while other people feel that what they do has no real effect on what happens to 

them. Please use this scale where 1 means "none at all" and 10 means "a great 

deal" to indicate how much freedom of choice and control you feel you have 

over the way your life turns out. 

 

A single average score (range 4.68 - 8.28) was created for each nation from that nation’s 

respondents (the number of respondents per country ranged from 405 [Dominican Republic] to 

8556 [Mexico]). Per capita homicide rates across nations were drawn from the United Nations 



 
 

41 
 

Office on Drugs and Crime (2011). For each country, the most recent available year of data was 

used (range 2004-2010).  

Several covariates were included in order to discount alternative explanations. Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP) per capita and the Gini index of income inequality, both of which have 

been tied to crime rates, were drawn from the 2011 World Factbook (Central Intelligence 

Agency, 2011; latest available estimates were used where 2011 estimates were not available). 

GDP per capita values were log transformed. In order to control for cross-national difference in 

political freedom, government type, and levels of education, three additional measures were 

included: The World Bank’s Index for Voice and Accountability (Kaufmann, Kraay & 

Mastruzzi, 2009); The Economist’s Regime Type Coding (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2012), 

which uses a composite of indicators to classify governments from Authoritarian to Full 

Democracy; and finally literacy rates as a proxy for education levels (Central Intelligence 

Agency, 2013). Data were all pulled from the latest available year. 

To determine whether higher levels of immoral behavior predict greater free will beliefs on 

a country level, national free will beliefs were regressed on national homicide rates. As 

recommended by Simmons, Nelson and Simonsohn (2011), separate regressions with and 

without covariates were run. Regressions employed listwise deletion, such that only and all 

nations that had data for each variable were included in the analysis (n = 74 countries). 

Results 

Homicide. Consistent with predictions, national homicide rates predicted free will 

beliefs, such that countries with higher homicide rates showed stronger beliefs in free will (ß = 

0.27, p = .018). This effect held after controlling for the covariates listed above (ß = 0.26, p = 

.042). 
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Crime index. Similar analyses were run using an index of other crimes (averaging z-

scores of robbery, rape, kidnapping, assault, theft, child sexual assault, burglary, auto theft and 

human trafficking, all drawn from United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2011), yielding 

similar results (n = 59, ß = 0.55, p < .001; after including covariates: ß = 0.39, p = .007). 

However, it should be noted that cross-national comparisons of these crimes are not deemed to 

be as reliable as those for homicide because of significant cross-national differences in how 

crimes other than homicide are defined, and how frequently they are reported, detected and 

recorded (Neopolitan, 1996). Thus, though these results can be illustrative, they should be 

interpreted with caution. The results for both homicide rates and the index of other crimes are 

reported in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Free Will Belief regressed on Homicide Rates and relevant controls; and Free Will Belief 
regressed on Non-Homicide Crime Rates and relevant controls in Study 6. 
 F R2 β t p 

Free Will Belief (Model) 5.98 .39   <.001 
Homicide Rate   .26 2.08 .042 
GDP per capita (log)   .44 2.43 .018 
Gini Coefficient    .32 2.64 .010 
Voice of Accountability   -.15 .34 .734 

Regime Type 

Literacy 

  .36 

-.04 

1.29 

.27 

.203 

.789 

Free Will Belief (Model) 6.37 .48   <.001 
Non-Homicide Crime Index   .39 2.79 .007 
GDP per capita (log)   .24 1.24 .221 
Gini Coefficient    .27 2.30 .026 

Voice of Accountability   -.38 .79 .433 

Regime Type   .47 1.87 .068 

Literacy   -.27 1.94 .058 
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Discussion 

Countries with higher murder rates have higher levels of belief in free will compared to 

other countries with lower murder rates. In parallel fashion, countries with relatively high overall 

crime rates also have relatively high belief in free will. These findings are consistent with my 

contention that belief in free will is stimulated in part by exposure to others’ harmful behaviors 

and the associated impulse to punish. 

Our experimental studies provide evidence of a causal link between immoral behavior 

and free will belief, but their samples and artificial stimulus materials limit their external 

validity. In contrast, Study 6’s use of real crime and economic statistics provides a higher level 

of external validity, but cannot rule out alternative causal scenarios. In particular, one could 

speculate that causation goes in the other direction with this data set, such that belief in free will 

contributes to higher crime rates. Against that view, however, prior research has repeatedly 

found that lower free will beliefs lead to more immoral behaviors (e.g., Baumeister et al., 2009; 

Vohs & Schooler, 2008). Hence, it could be argued that if causation went from free will belief to 

violent behavior, I should have found a negative relationship between crime rates and free will 

beliefs rather than the positive relationship that I obtained. 

Still, perhaps some third factor accounts for the observed relation between crime rates 

and free will beliefs. Comparisons across countries are fraught with potential confounds as 

countries vary on many dimensions that have been known to contribute to crime levels. To 

address this, I repeated my analyses controlling for a number of variables that have been linked 

to crime, including per capita wealth, wealth inequality, literacy/education, government type, and 
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measures of political freedom. The links between violent crime and belief in free will remained 

significant, thereby boosting confidence that the link is not an artifact of other variables. 

Another lingering issue is that the general crime index might be confounded by variations 

in how certain crimes are defined and how regularly they are reported. Homicide statistics, 

however, are much less susceptible to such variations in definition and reporting, which 

increases confidence that violence and beliefs about free will are indeed linked. The homicide 

correlation showed almost no change when the covariate controls were applied, whereas the 

general violent crime index lost some power when the controls were applied (though it remained 

significant, p = .007). 

 In sum, despite the inability to draw confident causal inferences from the data in Study 6, 

the most plausible and parsimonious interpretation is that causation operated as in my other 

studies, with perceived harmful actions increasing free will beliefs. 

Study 7 

Thus far, I have reported six studies confirming my core prediction that immoral behavior 

leads to increased free will belief. As proposed by Nietzsche, I hypothesized that this effect was 

due to participants’ desire to punish immoral actors. The nuanced pattern of results found when 

the self or another was the perpetrator or target of the immoral actions in Studies 2 and 4 

provided some suggestive evidence consistent with my proposed explanation that these effects 

were due to punitive motivations. Of course, inferences about mediating processes are difficult 

without measures designed to gauge them, and no such measures were included in Studies 1-6. 

Accordingly, Study 7 tested whether participants’ self-reported desire to punish a perpetrator 

would mediate the influence of immoral behavior on free will belief. 
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Participants read about an immoral or morally neutral action, and then reported the extent 

to which they felt the actor exercised his own free will and the extent to which he should be 

punished. Participants then reported their general free will beliefs. I hypothesized that 

participants’ desire to punish the actor would mediate the influence of the immoral action on 

both attributions of free will and general free will beliefs. 

Method  

Participants. Ninety-five undergraduates (79 female, Mage = 20.13) participated in an 

online study in exchange for course credit. 

Procedure. Participants were again asked to read and imagine the same morally bad 

(robber) or morally neutral (aluminum can forager) scenarios used in Study 5. After imagining 

the scenario, participants rated the perpetrator’s free will by responding to the same three items 

used in Study 4 (whether the action was freely chosen, whether the actor could have made other 

choices, and whether the actor exercised his or her own free will), each rated on a 7-point scale 

from “Not at all” to “Very much so” (α = .68). After rating the perpetrator’s free will, 

participants reported the extent to which they thought the actor should be punished on a 7-point 

scale from “Not at all” to “Very Severely”. Finally, participants reported their general free will 

beliefs on the FAD-Plus (Paulhus & Carey, 2011; α = .79), and completed a demographics 

questionnaire. 

Results 

Replicating the results of Studies 1-6, participants believed significantly more in free will 

(as measured by the FAD-Plus) after reading about the robber (M = 3.68, SD = .70) than the 

aluminum can forager (M = 3.38, SD = .62), t(90) = 2.23, p = .029, d = .45. The same pattern 

emerged for target-specific free will attributions: participants attributed significantly more free 
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will to the robber (M = 5.33, SD = 1.29) than to the forager (M = 4.67, SD = 1.31), t(93) = 2.47, p 

= .015, d = .51. 

Participants also wanted to punish the robber (M = 4.98, SD = 1.07) more than the 

aluminum can forager (M = 1.96, SD = 1.05), t(93) = 13.87, p<.001, d = 2.85. Two bootstrap 

mediation analyses (5,000 resamples; Preacher & Hayes, 2004) revealed that the desire to punish 

mediated the influence of the condition on both attributions of free will (99% Confidence 

Interval = .68- 2.36) and on general free will beliefs (95% Confidence Interval = .14- 1.07; see 

Figure 6). 

 

 

 
Figure 6. Influence of the condition on free will beliefs mediated by the desire to punish in Study 
7. *p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. 

 

Discussion 

Participants in Study 7 reported greater desire to punish the robber than the aluminum can 

forager, attributed more free will to the robber than the aluminum can forager, and believed more 

in free will generally after reading about the robber than the aluminum can forager. More 

importantly, consistent with my hypothesis, participants’ reported desire to punish accounted for 
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both the increased attributions of free will and heightened free will beliefs. Though the results of 

Studies 1-6 were consistent with my hypothesis that free will beliefs are motivated by a desire to 

punish, Study 7 was the first to empirically demonstrate that punitive motives account for 

motivated increases in free will belief. 

However, it is perhaps unsurprising that participants have greater desire to punish 

someone who performs a harmful action over someone who performs a relatively innocuous 

action, as it makes little sense to punish a harmless action. Therefore, the large difference in 

punitiveness between these two conditions may not merely reflect a motivated drive state elicited 

by exposure to immoral actions, but perhaps the rational norms for the types of actions that 

should be punished. For this reason, Study 8 had all participants report their desire to punish the 

same immoral action, but some did so after being exposed to an immoral action. 

Study 8 

There were two main goals of Study 8. First, I sought to provide additional support for 

punitive motivation as the mechanism by which exposure to others’ immoral actions leads to 

increased belief in free will. Study 8 also sought to take the research beyond the laboratory into a 

more realistic judgment context. In a field experiment, psychology students received one of three 

emails from their professor after a midterm exam. A control message merely stated that there 

would be a class activity at the next meeting. The other two messages stated that an incident of 

cheating had been uncovered on the exam and that the class would be discussing it at their next 

meeting. The latter two messages differed, however, as to whether it was said that the cheater 

had been caught and punished or that the cheater’s identity remained unknown. I hypothesized 

that providing punishment information would decrease participants’ desire to punish relative to 
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participants who were told that the cheater was unknown and therefore unpunished. This would 

enable us to test the role of punitive motivations experimentally. 

In all conditions, the students were asked to complete an attached survey that included a 

measure of free will belief as well as questions about how severely cheaters should be punished. 

Thus, all participants responded to the same abstract questions about punishing cheaters, but 

some did so after being led to believe that someone had actually cheated in their class. Having all 

participants report their desire to punish identical cheating behaviors allowed us to determine 

whether becoming aware of a specific instance of immoral behavior actually increased the desire 

to punish (compared to the control condition), and whether knowing that the cheater had already 

been punished would mitigate this desire. I predicted that the impulse to punish (and 

consequently belief in free will) would be highest in the condition with the unpunished cheater, 

lower in the case of the punished cheater, and lowest when no actual cheater was involved. I also 

hypothesized that these differences in punitive motives would mediate the influence of the 

condition on free will belief. 

Method 

Participants. Two hundred and seventy-seven undergraduates in a social psychology 

course participated as part of a class exercise. 

Procedure. Two days after the students had taken a midterm exam, they received one of 

three emails from their professor stating: 1) that a cheat sheet was found in the room after the 

exam but the cheater was unknown (unpunished cheater condition), 2) that a cheat sheet was 

found and the cheater had been caught and appropriately punished (punished cheater condition), 

or 3) that they would be participating in an activity in the next class session (control).  
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Unpunished and Punished Cheater Conditions: 

Dear Social Animal Students: 

It is my unfortunate duty to inform you of a serious incident of cheating that occurred on 

Thursday’s midterm exam. We have discovered that a student used a “cheat sheet” during the 

exam. This is a very serious matter, especially because exam grades in the class are curved, so 

cheating on the exam directly negatively impacts everyone else's grades. We have not identified 

the student who cheated and I suspect we will never be able to uncover who did it./(We have 

identified the student who cheated and have taken the appropriate measures to punish him/her.) 

I am emailing you now because I want to discuss this issue with the class on Tuesday. To 

help facilitate that discussion, I need you to fill out the attached survey ASAP. So you don’t 

forget, please do it right now, as it will only take a few minutes. To complete the survey, click the 

link below: 

(Study link here) 

Thank you for your cooperation. I look forward to our discussion on Tuesday. 

Sincerely, 

(Your professor) 

 

Control Condition: 

Dear Social Animal Students: 

I have an activity planned for class on Tuesday. To help with this activity, I need you to 

fill out the attached survey ASAP. So you don’t forget, please do it right now, as it will only take 

a few minutes. To complete the survey, click the link below: 

(Study link here) 



 
 

50 
 

Thank you for your cooperation. I look forward to seeing you on Tuesday. 

Sincerely, 

(Your Professor) 

 

In all three conditions, participants were asked to complete an attached survey in order to 

facilitate discussion in the next class. The survey included the free will subscale of the FAD-Plus 

(Paulhus & Carey, 2011; α = .78) and two punishment recommendation questions: how severely 

a student should be punished for using a cheat sheet on an exam (on a 5-point scale from “not at 

all” to “very severely”) and what the appropriate punishment is for using a cheat sheet on an 

exam (on a 6-point scale from “no punishment” to “fail the class and be put on academic 

suspension from the University”), r = .60, p < .001. 

 Results 

An ANOVA revealed a significant effect of condition on free will belief, F(2, 276) = 

8.72, p<.001. Bonferroni post-hoc tests revealed that participants in the unpunished cheater 

condition (M = 3.76, SD = .62) and the punished cheater condition (M = 3.68, SD = .58) believed 

significantly more in free will than participants in the control condition (M = 3.39, SD = .64), ps 

<.001 and = .005, ds = .59 and .47, respectively. Although in the predicted direction, there was 

no significant difference in free will beliefs between the two cheater conditions, p = 1.00, d = 

.13. See Figure 7. 

An ANOVA also revealed a significant effect of condition on the desire to punish, F(2, 

276) = 20.84, p<.001. Mirroring the pattern seen for free will beliefs, Bonferroni post-hoc tests 

revealed that participants in the unpunished cheater condition (M = 4.23, SD = .75) and the 

punished cheater condition (M = 4.09, SD = .75) gave significantly higher punishment 
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recommendations than participants in the control condition (M = 3.54, SD = .79), ps<.001, ds = 

.90 and .71, respectively. As with free will beliefs, the predicted difference between the two 

cheater conditions in the desire to punish, however, did not emerge, p = .58. 

A bootstrap mediation analysis treating the condition as a categorical variable and the 

control condition as the reference category (5,000 resamples; Hayes, 2013; Preacher & Hayes, 

2004) revealed that the desire to punish mediated the influence of the condition on free will 

beliefs, 95% Confidence Interval = .012- .053. 

 

 

Figure 7. Punishment recommendations and free will belief by condition in Study 8. Error bars 
represent standard errors. 
 

Discussion 

Study 8 replicated the findings of Studies 1-7 with an ostensibly real event. Participants 

who had just learned that a fellow student in their class cheated on their midterm exam reported 
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greater belief in free will than did participants who believed they were completing the measure 

as part of a class exercise. This shows that the present findings of increased free will belief in 

response to immoral behaviors are likely to be present and relevant in the real world, not merely 

the laboratory. 

Another goal of the study, however, was to provide additional evidence that heightened 

punitive motivation is the mechanism that links immoral behavior to free will beliefs. On this 

score, Study 8 had mixed success. It was hoped that exposing participants to an already punished 

cheater would reduce the desire to punish relative to the unpunished cheater condition, and 

consequently, reduce free will beliefs. Unfortunately, the desire to punish was not significantly 

lower in the punished cheater condition than in the unpunished cheater condition, precluding my 

ability to demonstrate mediation experimentally. However, participants who believed a fellow 

classmate had cheated recommended more severe punishments for cheaters and believed more in 

free will than participants in the control condition. This difference emerged despite that all 

participants reported their desire to punish an identical immoral action (using a cheat sheet on an 

exam). The only difference between the groups was whether participants believed the cheating 

incident had actually occurred, suggesting that exposure to immoral actions induces punitive 

motives above and beyond what one would typically recommend for an identical act. More 

importantly, punishment recommendations mediated the influence of the condition on free will 

beliefs. Overall then, the results of Study 8 are consistent with the results of Study 7, suggesting 

that punitive motivations influence free will beliefs, although future research is needed to 

confirm this relation more conclusively. 

A question that remains is why punishing a cheater was unsuccessful in diminishing the 

desire to punish. One possibility is that students wanted to justify the punishment that had 
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already been administered. The Just World hypothesis argues that people have a need to believe 

that the world is a place where people tend to get what they deserve (e.g., Lerner & Miller, 

1978). When participants were told that the cheater had been punished, they may have 

maintained their belief that the person should be punished, rather than reducing it, so as to 

signify their approval that the punishment was justified. This is another issue that could be 

addressed with future research. 

Study 9 

Eight studies have demonstrated support for my first two main hypotheses. Specifically, 

Studies 1-6 all demonstrated motivated increases in free will belief after exposure to immoral 

behavior supporting my ‘motivated free will belief hypothesis’. Studies 2 and 4 provided indirect 

support for my ‘punitive motives as mechanism hypothesis’ by demonstrating that motivated 

increases in free will beliefs only occur after exposure to immoral actions that elicit heightened 

punitive motives (when others perform immoral actions and when morally admirable others are 

the victims of immoral actions) and not after exposure to immoral actions that do not increase 

punitive motives (when the self performs immoral actions and when immoral actions target 

morally reprehensible individuals). Studies 7 and 8 provided additional, more direct support for 

this hypothesis by demonstrating that participants’ self-reported desire to punish mediated the 

influence of immoral behaviors on free will beliefs. 

Having established support for my first two hypotheses with multiple immoral behaviors 

and multiple measures of free will belief, I shift my focus to my third hypothesis: that heightened 

free will beliefs alleviate the psychological anxiety associated with punitiveness. Studies 9 and 

10 sought to determine the function of motivated increases in free will belief as demonstrated by 

Studies 1-8. That is, Studies 9 and 10 sought to determine whether increasing free will beliefs 
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while experiencing heightened punitive motives provides some benefit that may explain why this 

tendency occurs. 

Many motivational effects are self-serving and function as a means for people to maintain 

positive views of themselves. However, the present findings of motivated increases in free will 

belief emerged for actions irrelevant to the self and therefore appear to be socially, not selfishly, 

driven. Paradoxically, a great deal of research has demonstrated that punishment reduces anti-

social behavior and thus is essential for successful group functioning (Fehr & Gächter, 2005; 

Henrich et al., 2006; Mulder, 2008), but being punitive is associated with worse overall well-

being on an individual level (Bushman, 2002; Lawler-Row & Piferi, 2005). So while it is to the 

benefit of society for people to punish rule breakers, actually being punitive can have a damaging 

impact on the self. 

I propose that because people regard free will as a prerequisite for moral responsibility 

(e.g., Nichols & Knobe, 2007; Sarkissian et al., 2010), believing in free will justifies punitive 

impulses and therefore alleviates the negative psychological consequences of punitiveness. Study 

9 sought to determine whether free will belief moderates the relationship between punitiveness 

and anxiety. I hypothesized that trait-level punitiveness would be unrelated to anxiety levels for 

those who believe strongly in free will, but would predict heightened levels of anxiety for free 

will skeptics. 

Method 

Four-hundred and seventy-one participants (Mage = 40.76; 179 female) were recruited 

through yourmorals.org, a public website that allows people to complete surveys in exchange for 

feedback on their responses. Demographic information is collected at registration including age, 

sex, level of education (on a 9-point scale from “some high school” to “completed graduate or 
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professional degree”), religious attendance (on a 5-point scale from “never” to “one or more 

times a week”), and general political ideology (on a 7-point scale from “very liberal” to “very 

conservative”). Visitors then self-select to take one or more surveys from a list of over 50. 

For inclusion, participants had to have completed the FAD-Plus (Paulhus & Carey, 2010; 

α = .79), the Comprehensive Justice Scale (Gromet, Haidt, & Darley, 2013), and a mental health 

questionnaire adapted from the anxiety subscale of the Brief Symptom Inventory (BSI; Derogatis 

& Spencer, 1982). The Traditional Justice subscale of the Comprehensive Justice Scale served as 

my measure of punitiveness. This scale contains six items (e.g., “An eye for an eye is the correct 

philosophy behind punishing offenders.”, “When a criminal behaves in a sub-human way, he 

should be treated in a sub-human way.”), each rated on a 7-point scale from “strongly disagree” 

to “strongly agree” (α = .79). On the anxiety subscale, participants rated how distressed they 

were during the past 7 days by three symptoms related to anxiety (e.g., feeling fearful, being 

suddenly scared for no reason, spells of terror or panic), each rated on a 5-point scale from “Not 

at all” to “Extremely” (α = .82). 

Results 

Anxiety was regressed on free will beliefs, punitiveness, and the interaction controlling 

for age, sex, education, religiosity, and political ideology. As can be seen in Table 2, greater 

punitiveness predicted higher anxiety (β = .20, p<.001), higher free will beliefs predicted lower 

anxiety (β = -.13, p = .015), and there was a significant punitiveness x free will belief interaction 

(β = -.22, p<.001). 
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Table 2. 
Anxiety regressed on Free Will Belief, Punitiveness, Interaction and relevant controls in Study 1. 
 F R2 β t p 

Anxiety (Model) 6.71 .10   <.001 

Age   -.091 -1.90 .058 

Sex   -.056 -1.23 .22 

Education    -.14 -2.95 .003 

Religiosity   .078 1.68 .094 

Political Ideology   -.11 -1.87 .062 

Punitiveness   .20 3.66 <.001 

Free Will Belief   -.13 -2.44 .015 

Punitiveness ×  Free Will Belief   -.22 -4.62 <.001 

 

 

To clarify this interaction, I estimated simple slopes for participants one standard 

deviation above and below the mean. As predicted, results indicated that when free will beliefs 

were high, punitiveness was unrelated to anxiety (b = -.003, t = -.068, p = .95), but when free 

will beliefs were low, higher punitiveness was related to heightened anxiety (b = .23, t = 5.89, 

p<.001) (see Figure 8). 
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Figure 8. Interaction between free will belief and punitiveness on anxiety. 

 

Discussion 

 Study 9 demonstrated that free will belief moderated the impact of trait-level punitiveness 

on levels of anxiety. Being more punitive was related to heightened anxiety, but this relationship 

only existed for free will skeptics; for individuals who reported relatively high beliefs in free 

will, there was virtually no relationship between punitiveness and anxiety. These results support 

my hypothesis that free will beliefs are functional for eliminating the psychological distress 

elicited by the social requirement to punish. I propose that this benefit of believing in free will 

may explain why people are motivated to believe in free will after exposure to immoral behavior. 

Specifically, people may increase their free will beliefs after experiencing a heightened desire to 

punish as such beliefs justify punitive impulses, which in turn alleviates the anxiety associated 

with harming others. Though Study 9 is consistent with this proposition, its correlational design 

precluded my ability to demonstrate that increasing free will beliefs after experiencing a 
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heightened desire to punish alleviates anxiety. For this reason, Study 10 experimentally 

manipulated free will beliefs after eliciting heightened punitive motives. 

Study 10 

Study 10 sought to replicate the results of Study 9 experimentally. Participants read about 

a morally bad or morally neutral behavior in order to manipulate the desire to punish and then 

read one of three arguments related to free will. I hypothesized that an anti-free will argument 

would lead to heightened anxiety in the morally bad condition compared to the morally neutral 

condition. In contrast, participants who read an argument that supports free will, thus justifying 

their desire to punish, should not experience higher anxiety in the morally bad condition than the 

morally neutral condition. 

I also included a third argument condition to further explore whether the purpose of free 

will beliefs is to justify punishing others. This third condition argued that the existence of free 

will need not be a prerequisite to punish as punishment is merely a means of altering behavior. If 

people are motivated to attribute free will to others in order to punish, this condition should 

eliminate motivated increases in free will beliefs after exposure to immoral actions, despite not 

indicating anything about whether free will actually exists. Further, because this condition 

justifies punitive impulses even in the absence of free will, this condition should have no effect 

on punitive impulses, but should reduce the disparity in anxiety levels between participants who 

read about the morally bad and morally neutral behaviors similar to the pro-free will argument 

condition. 

Method 

Participants. Three hundred and ninety-four undergraduates (Mage = 20.72; 278 female) 

participated in an online experiment in exchange for course credit. 
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Procedure. In a 2 (behavior: morally bad vs. morally neutral) x 3 (argument: pro-free 

will, anti-free will, free will unnecessary to punish) between-subjects design, participants first 

read one of two hypothetical scenarios (similar to those used in Studies 2, 5, and 7) about an 

immoral behavior (a man robbing a home) or a morally neutral behavior (a man taking aluminum 

cans out of a recycling bin). 

 

Harmful: Sam, a special education teacher, wakes up one morning and finds that 

someone robbed and vandalized his home while he was sleeping. His window is broken, his 

house is trashed, and all of his valuables are missing. 

 

Control: Sam, a special education teacher, wakes up one morning and finds that someone 

rooted through his recycling bin at the end of his driveway while he was sleeping. There is no 

mess, but all of his aluminum cans are missing. 

 

To ensure that the robbery scenario increased the desire to punish and attributions of free 

will to the perpetrator, after reading the scenario, participants rated the actor’s free will by 

responding to the same three items as in Studies 4 and 7 (whether the behavior was freely 

chosen, whether the actor could have made other choices, and whether the actor exercised their 

own free will) on 7-point scales from “Not at all” to “Very much so” (α = .71), and reported the 

extent to which the actor should be punished on a 7-point scale from “Not at all” to “Very much 

so”. 

Participants were then told they would read a paragraph describing the latest scientific 

opinion on free will, and were randomly assigned to read either an anti-free will argument, a pro-
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free will argument, or an argument opposing the necessity of free will for punishment. 

 

Anti-Free Will Argument: Recent research in psychology and cognitive neuroscience 

suggests that free will is an illusion. Brain scanning technology has allowed scientists to observe 

that neural evidence of behavior actually precedes conscious awareness of the behavior. 

Researchers have also demonstrated that priming participants to think about an event before it 

occurs causes them to believe they caused the event to happen, when really they had no 

influence. This explains why people might feel the experience of having free will, because they 

incorrectly perceive cause-effect relationships when thoughts about a future behavior precede 

the behavior, when in reality the behavior is determined well before a person has any conscious 

thought about it. Further, science is coming closer and closer to accounting for all of the 

variance in human behavior. If scientists have accurate information about biological factors 

(e.g., genes), environmental factors (e.g., socioeconomic status), and situational factors (e.g., 

social influences), they are remarkably accurate at predicting individual behavior. Therefore, 

people do not have the capacity to ignore destructive impulses. 

 

Pro-Free Will Argument: Recent research in psychology and cognitive neuroscience 

suggests that humans actually do have free will. Brain scanning technology has allowed 

scientists to observe that the conscious experience of deciding to perform a behavior does indeed 

precede the behavior itself. Researchers have also demonstrated that people are able to override 

external influences on behavior. This explains why free will may have evolved in the first place: 

to allow people to ignore instinctual impulses to seek longer-term rewards. This would require 

the capacity to perceive multiple possible futures and to choose among them to behave in 
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accordance with the desired outcome. Further, scientists are realizing that it will never be 

possible to predict human behavior. Even if scientists have accurate information about 

biological factors (e.g., genes), environmental factors (e.g., socioeconomic status), and 

situational factors (e.g., social influences), they are still remarkably inaccurate at predicting 

human behavior, because they can never predict whether a human will behave consistently with 

external forces or choose to override them. Therefore, people have the capacity to ignore 

destructive impulses. 

 

Free will Unnecessary to Punish Argument: A great deal of time and attention has been 

put forth to determine whether free will does or does not exist, and further whether the existence 

of free will is required for moral responsibility. However, recently, philosophers and scientists 

are realizing that free will is not a requirement for punishment. As can be observed in the most 

basic psychological studies, even rats’ and pigeons’ behavior can be altered with reinforcement 

and punishment. These same concepts can be applied to humans. Whether or not humans have 

free will, and whether or not humans can be held morally responsible, punitive measures may be 

taken against transgressors purely for the purpose of molding behavior. In fact, in a completely 

deterministic universe, punishment may be considered one of the environmental factors 

contributing to human behavior. If humans know that bad behavior will be punished, they will be 

less likely to perform that bad behavior. Punishment is not an issue of free will or moral 

responsibility; it is merely a means of discouraging behavior destructive to society. 

 

Immediately following the argument, participants completed a shortened version of the 

State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI; Spielberger, Gorsuch, Lushene, Vagg, & Jacobs, 1983) 
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adapted by Marteau and Bekker (1992). This scale consists of six items measuring state anxiety 

levels (e.g., “I feel calm.”, “I feel tense.”), each rated on a 7-point scale from “Not at all” to 

“Very much so” (α = .86). 

Finally, to ensure that the scientific arguments had their intended influence, participants 

were asked in light of the scientific information they read, how they rate the actor’s free will 

from the earlier scenario (α = .84) and the extent to which the actor should be punished on the 

same items as before the argument. 

Results 

Manipulation checks. As hypothesized, participants in the morally bad behavior 

condition had greater desire to punish (M = 6.22, SD = 1.24) than participants in the morally 

neutral condition (M = 2.97, SD = 1.61), t(389) = 22.45, p<.001, d = 2.26. Participants also 

attributed more free will to the perpetrator of the immoral action (M = 5.88, SD = 1.13) than the 

neutral action (M = 5.65, SD = 1.24), t(386) = 1.91, p = .057, d = .19, though this effect was 

marginal. 

The argument condition also had the intended effect on attributions of free will. 

Participants who read the Pro-Free Will Argument gave the highest post-argument attributions of 

free will (M = 6.10, SD = 1.23), followed by participants who read the passage indicating free 

will is unnecessary for punishment (M = 5.59, SD = 1.30), followed by participants who read the 

Anti-Free Will Argument (M = 5.02, SD = 1.42), F(1, 388) = 24.55, p<.001. All conditions were 

significantly different from each other, ps<.009, ds = .40-.81. 

I also analyzed whether free will attributions changed from before to after the arguments 

within subjects. After reading the Pro-Free Will Argument, free will attributions increased (Time 

1 M = 5.85, SD = 1.10; Time 2 M = 6.10, SD = 1.12), t(128) = 3.36, p = .001, d = .23. After 
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reading the Anti-Free Will Argument, free will attributions decreased (Time 1 M = 5.65, SD = 

1.30; Time 2 M = 5.02, SD = 1.43), t(150) = 5.89, p<.001, d = .46. Further, supporting part of my 

experimental hypothesis, the Free Will Unnecessary to Punish Argument also decreased 

attributions of free will (Time 1 M = 5.81, SD = 1.13; Time 2 M = 5.60, SD = 1.31), t(105) = 

2.17, p = .032, d = .17, suggesting that eliminating the apparent necessity of free will for 

punishment reduces the perception that people act freely (see Figure 9). The behavior condition 

did not moderate any of these effects, ps>.49. 

I also analyzed the influence of the arguments on the desire to punish from before to after 

the arguments within subjects. After reading the Pro-Free Will Argument, the desire to punish 

increased (Time 1 M = 4.55, SD = 2.13; Time 2 M = 4.71, SD = 2.11), t(129) = 2.24, p = .027, d 

= .08. After reading the Anti-Free Will Argument, the desire to punish decreased (Time 1 M = 

4.88, SD = 2.17; Time 2 M = 4.56, SD = 2.13), t(152) = 3.72, p<.001, d = .15. Though the Free 

Will Unnecessary to Punish Argument reduced attributions of free will, participants in this 

condition did not reduce their overall desire to punish (Time 1 M = 4.51, SD = 2.17; Time 2 M = 

4.36, SD = 2.12), t(107) = 1.47, p = .15, d = .070, thus suggesting that this argument successfully 

disentangled free will beliefs and the capacity for punishment. Again, the behavior condition did 

not moderate these effects, ps>.18. 



 
 

64 
 

 

Figure 9. Time 1 and time 2 free will attributions by argument condition. 

 

Anxiety. There was no main effect for argument on anxiety, F(2, 376) = .28, p = .76, ηp
2 

= .001. There was a marginal main effect for behavior condition with participants who read 

about the morally bad action reporting more anxiety (M = 3.01, SD = 1.15) than participants who 

read about the morally neutral action (M = 2.75, SD = 1.23), F(1, 376) = 3.19, p = .075, ηp
2 = 

.008 

More importantly, as hypothesized, there was a significant argument x behavior 

interaction, F(2, 376) = 3.61, p = .028, ηp
2 = .019. There were no differences in anxiety levels 

between the morally bad and morally neutral behavior conditions in the Pro-Free Will or Free 

Will Unnecessary to Punish Argument conditions, ps>.45, but participants who read the Anti-

Free Will Argument reported significantly more anxiety in the morally bad condition (M = 3.16, 

SD = 1.12) than in the morally neutral condition (M = 2.51, SD = .93), p<.001, d = .63. See 
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Figure 10. 

I also analyzed the correlations between participants’ post-argument desire to punish and 

anxiety. I found that greater desire to punish was unrelated to anxiety levels among participants 

in the Pro-Free Will (r = .12, p = .19) and the Free Will Unnecessary to Punish (r = .02, p = .81) 

conditions, but in the Anti-Free Will condition, greater desire to punish was related to heightened 

anxiety among participants (r = .17, p = .037). 

 

 

Figure 10. Anxiety by behavior and argument conditions. 

 

Discussion 

 Study 10 demonstrated that when people experienced a heightened desire to punish and 

their belief in free will was thwarted, they experienced heightened levels of anxiety relative to 
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people who were not experiencing punitive motives. When participants’ desire to punish was 

justified by an argument supporting the existence of free will or an argument suggesting that free 

will is unnecessary for punishment, there were no differences in anxiety between participants 

with and without punitive motivations. These results provide additional support for my 

hypothesis that believing in free will may function as a means to reduce the anxiety associated 

with punitiveness.  

 The results of the Free Will Unnecessary to Punish Argument provided converging 

evidence for this proposition. This argument presented no research arguing for or against the 

existence of free will, but merely argued that free will is not a prerequisite to justifiably punish 

others and that punishment should be utilized merely as a means to deter harmful behavior. 

Removing the apparent necessity of free will to justify punishment did not reduce participants’ 

desire to punish, but it did eliminate motivated attributions of free will for immoral actions. 

These results suggest that one reason participants increase attributions of free will in the face of 

harmful actions is to justify their punitive impulses. 

I also found that punitiveness and anxiety were unrelated among participants high in trait 

level free will belief (Study 9) and among participants who read the pro-free will argument 

(Study 10). Therefore, punitiveness alone may not be related to anxiety as suggested by previous 

research (Bushman, 2002; Lawler-Row & Piferi, 2005), but rather heightened punitiveness 

paired with low free will beliefs seems to be particularly detrimental for individual well-being. 

General Discussion 

Ten studies provided evidence that free will beliefs are situationally motivated by 

considerations of others’ immoral behavior and the subsequent impulse to punish. The effect of 

moral misdeeds was broad and robust. People believed more in the human capacity for free 
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action after considering immoral actions than morally neutral ones (Studies 3-5 and 7-8). This 

was true across different types of immoral behavior, including corruption (Study 3), robbery 

(Studies 4, 5, and 7), and cheating (Study 8). I found motivated changes in beliefs about the free 

will of specific perpetrators (Studies 1, 2, 4, 7, and 10), changes in general beliefs about the 

capacity of all people to behave freely (Studies 3, 4, 7, and 8, measured by the FAD-Plus), 

changes in general beliefs about the capacity of one’s self to behave freely (Studies 4 and 6, 

measured by the Stroessner free will scale and a one-item measure on the WVS, respectively), 

and changes in skepticism about free will research (Study 5). I found the effect in laboratory 

studies using historical villains (Study 1), actual recalled experiences from the participants’ own 

lives (Study 2), real world news events (Study 3), hypothetical misdeeds (Studies 4, 5, 7, and 

10), and outside of the lab in response to an immoral act that participants believed to have 

actually occurred (Study 8). I also found converging evidence linking the free will beliefs of 

entire national populations with their crime and homicide rates, using large-scale survey data and 

official crime statistics (Study 6). 

The consistency of my findings across a diverse array of methodological approaches (lab 

experiments, field experiments, surveys), a range of different samples (college students, 

Mechanical Turk workers, visitors to the yourmorals.org website, respondents to cross-national 

surveys) and across multiple measures of free will belief (individual free will ascriptions, target-

specific free will attributions, two well-validated scales of belief in free will, skepticism about 

anti-free will research, a one-item measure from the WVS) provides strong empirical support for 

my core contention that exposure to immoral acts evokes a heightened sense that human 

behavior is freely chosen and thus subject to moral evaluation, and that these altered beliefs may 

serve a crucial role in justifying punitive impulses. 
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Rational norms dictate using a person’s degree of choice and control to determine the 

appropriate punishment (e.g., Alicke, 2000; Fincham & Jaspars, 1980; Shaver, 1985; Weiner, 

1995): when people believe that someone could not have done otherwise, they punish less 

(Shariff et al., in press). My findings, along with a wealth of past research (Alicke, 2000; Knobe, 

2003; Walster, 1966) suggest that people may often respect that principle by increasing their 

perceptions of intentionality, control, and even the general human capacity for free action in 

order to justify their punitive impulses by constructing morally culpable wrongdoers. This 

pattern of post hoc belief construction is the hallmark of research on motivated reasoning (e.g., 

Ditto et al., 2009; Kunda, 1990; Haidt, 2001) and coherence-based information processing 

(Read, Vanman, & Miller, 1997; Thagard, 2004), and may be particularly pronounced in moral 

judgments because of their highly affective nature (Ditto et al., 2009). For example, research has 

shown that people are held morally responsible for immoral behavior even when the harmful 

consequences of the action are clearly described as an unintended side effect (Knobe, 2003; 

Leslie et al., 2006) and when the evaluator is asked to assume that the untoward action occurred 

in a completely deterministic universe (Nichols & Knobe, 2007). 

Particularly important in the current context, my research shows that the desire to assign 

moral responsibility goes beyond the attribution of intention and control to one particular 

individual in one particular instance, to affect belief in human capacity for free action in general. 

In other words, the novel insight my research contributes to the literature is that when faced with 

a specific immoral action, people are not only more likely to say that the wrongdoer had free 

will, they are also likely to increase their belief that people in general (themselves included) have 

free will. As such, the current research shows that free will belief, which has traditionally been 

viewed as a stable worldview, can be situationally motivated. 
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The Role of Punitive Motivation 

Nietzsche’s insight was to recognize that the desire to ascribe moral responsibility for 

human action, particularly to blame and punish actions viewed as undesirable, was a driving 

motivational force supporting belief in free will. The results of the current studies provide strong 

support for Nietzsche’s argument. Studies 2 and 4 demonstrated that immoral behaviors that do 

not increase punitive motives such as when the self performs an immoral action (e.g., Baumeister 

et al., 1994) or when an immoral other is harmed (e.g., Aronson & Cope, 1968; Hamlin et al., 

2011) also do not lead to increased free will beliefs. Two additional studies provided specific 

support for the role of punitive motivations in increasing free will beliefs. Study 7 demonstrated 

that an increased desire to punish a wrongdoer accounted for motivated increases in free will 

belief following contemplation of an immoral behavior compared to a morally neutral behavior. 

Study 8 provided additional evidence by demonstrating that both free will beliefs and the 

harshness of punishment recommendations for cheating on an exam were higher after hearing 

about an actual incident of cheating than when the measures were completed as part of an 

ostensible class exercise. Again, punishment recommendations mediated the relation between the 

experimental conditions and free will beliefs. 

Despite the specific support I provided for the desire to punish as the mechanism for 

motivated increases in free will belief, the present results cannot rule out other similar 

mechanisms such as the desire to blame, the desire to justify punishment, a general desire for 

moral responsibility, or perhaps all of the above. Though the concepts of moral responsibility, 

blame, and punishment are often used interchangeably, some research has sought to distinguish 

them. Attributions of moral responsibility, blame, and punishment are often highly correlated, 

but given a particular socially disapproved act, responsibility is typically the highest, followed 
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closely by blame, followed by punishment (Critchlow, 1985). These results are supported by 

Shaver and Drown (1986), who demonstrated that responsibility turns to blame when the act in 

question is perceived as morally wrong and intended, and Cushman (2008), who showed that 

punishment typically arises from attributions of blame, but that both attributions of blame and 

the desire to punish arise from perceived causal and intentional factors. Based on these 

definitions, that the immoral actions used in the present studies elicited heightened punitive 

motives means they likely also elicited heightened desires for moral responsibility and blame. 

One way to determine whether the mechanism is a general desire for moral responsibility 

rather than a desire to blame or punish would be to compare free will beliefs after exposure to 

morally good and morally neutral behaviors. Studies 1 and 2 compared morally good and 

morally bad actions and Studies 3-5, 7, 8, and 10 compared morally neutral and morally bad 

actions; none of the present studies compared morally neutral to morally good actions. If free 

will beliefs are more strongly motivated by morally positive than morally neutral actions, that 

would provide some support that it is a general desire for moral responsibility motivating free 

will beliefs rather than punitiveness specifically. However, some research indicates that 

attributions of intention are actually lower for morally positive than morally neutral outcomes 

(Knowles, Clark, Bauman, & Kamble, 2014). To the extent that free will beliefs and attributions 

of intention are similarly motivated, these results may indicate that the mechanism for the 

present findings is more related to blame, punishment, and moral responsibility for negative 

behaviors specifically than moral responsibility in general. At the very least, the findings of 

Studies 1 and 2 demonstrating that people attribute more free will to immoral actions than 

morally positive actions indicate that the desire for moral responsibility is higher for immoral 

actions than morally good ones. 
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In an additional attempt to demonstrate that punitive motives account for heightened free 

will beliefs, I included a scenario in Study 8 in which a cheating student had been caught and 

punished or not caught under the assumption that providing punishment information would 

reduce the desire to punish and therefore lead to relatively lower free will beliefs. Unfortunately, 

providing punishment information did not decrease punitiveness as I anticipated, and 

subsequently did not influence free will beliefs. However, this pattern of findings also suggests 

the possibility of an additional mechanism: the desire to justify punishment. The Just World 

hypothesis argues that people need to believe that the world is a fair place where people tend to 

get what they deserve (e.g., Lerner & Miller, 1978). Therefore, participants who learned that the 

cheater was punished may have supported equally strong punishments and endorsed equally 

strong free will beliefs as participants who believed that the cheater went unpunished so as to 

signify their approval that the punishment was justified. Future research should explore other 

ways of decreasing or increasing the desire to punish experimentally to more fully explore the 

role of punitive motivations in increasing free will beliefs. 

Why Do People Believe in Free Will? 

One goal of the present research was to begin to understand why free will beliefs are so 

strong and widespread (e.g., Nichols, 2004; Nahmias et al., 2005; Sarkissian et al., 2010), despite 

long-standing scientific and philosophical doubts (e.g., Libet, 1985; Soon et al, 2008). Wegner 

(2002; 2003) demonstrated that a key part of the answer lies in the powerful subjective 

experience that one spends their days thinking, choosing, and acting. While it may be argued that 

the subjective experience of free will merely generalizes to the belief that all people have free 

will, my results demonstrated the exact opposite. Specifically, in Studies 4 and 6, consideration 

of others’ immoral actions and the subsequent motive to punish increased belief in one’s own 
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free will. That is, the motive to see others as morally responsible led people to see themselves as 

more capable of free action, and thus more morally responsible themselves. Though there is no 

denying the subjective experience of choice, the core of my argument is that this experience 

gains motivational reinforcement by facilitating the assignment of moral responsibility, which in 

turn supports the crucial social task of punishing individuals who act in ways that are detrimental 

to cohesive group functioning. 

Previous research has demonstrated that the capacity to hold others morally responsible 

and the subsequent capacity to punish delinquent members of a social group is beneficial for 

group functioning (e.g., Fehr & Gächter, 2005; Henrich et al., 2006), and that free will beliefs 

underpin moral responsibility and punishment (e.g., Baumeister et al., 2009; Nichols & Knobe, 

2007; Sarkissian et al., 2010; Shariff et al., in press; Stillman & Baumeister, 2010; Vohs & 

Schooler, 2008). The motive to punish is so strong that people will even punish norm violators 

when it is not in their own personal best interest (e.g., Carlsmith et al., 2002; Fehr & Gächter, 

2005; Lerner, 1980). In conjunction with these findings, the present results suggest that free will 

beliefs are not solely about feelings of personal control and self-interest, but also about the social 

and cultural regulation of action (Baumeister, in press). For example, in Studies 3, 4, 5, 7, and 9, 

free will beliefs changed in response to reading about immoral actions directed toward other 

people that had no direct bearing on the self but instead victimized valued members of the 

culture (juveniles and a special education teacher). 

Typically, motivational effects appear for attitudes and beliefs directly relevant to one’s 

own self-interest (e.g., illusory superiority, correspondence bias, confirmation bias). However, 

the present results demonstrated that free will beliefs increased when others did bad things to 

other people. Though in need of further confirmation, the present effects appear to flow less 
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from the kind of egoistic, self-based motivations that have typically been the focus of social 

psychological research, than from the more socially based moral motivation I propose. 

People generally believe in free will in their everyday lives (e.g., Nahmias et al., 2005; 

Sarkissian et al., 2010). My findings indicate that these beliefs are strengthened by situations in 

which it may be beneficial to punish: when others perform immoral behaviors. Study 6 

demonstrated that the national prevalence of criminal behavior predicted free will beliefs 

(comparing across countries). These results suggest the possibility that criminal behavior within 

society may contribute to the strength of general day-to-day beliefs about free will. Though my 

studies were not designed to examine the original emergence of free will beliefs, my findings 

indicate that the strength and resilience of these beliefs may partially reflect a general desire to 

invest the world with moral significance – to hold people morally responsible for their actions by 

seeing them as having choice. 

The Function of Free Will 

Previous research has demonstrated many positive consequences of free will belief, 

among them, life satisfaction, self-efficacy, self-control (Baumeister & Brewer, 2012), and 

higher levels of self-esteem (Rakos, Laurene, Skala, & Slane, 2008). Conversely, disbelief in 

free will have been found to lead to dishonesty and cheating (Vohs & Schooler, 2008), increased 

aggression and reduced helpfulness (Baumeister et al., 2009), conformity (Alquist & Baumeister, 

2010), reduced recycling (Stillman & Baumeister, 2010), and even lower quality job 

performance (Stillman et al., 2011). Whether real or illusory, feelings of personal control and 

personal responsibility are certainly beneficial, but it is not clear how they might relate to the 

belief that all people have free will. My results suggest that an important function of free will 
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belief is to justify punishing others, thus explaining why people might be motivated to see others 

as having free will in addition to their self. 

Studies 9 and 10 provided the best evidence that free will beliefs function as a means to 

justify punitive impulses by demonstrating that having high levels of free will belief (Study 9) or 

increasing levels of free will belief (Study 10) alleviated the psychological anxiety associated 

with (Study 9) or elicited by (Study 10) punitiveness. This pattern of results suggests that free 

will beliefs benefit society not merely by increasing feelings of personal control and 

responsibility, but by allowing society to punish antagonists without severe consequences for 

individual well-being. Thus, one possible explanation for the widespread prevalence of free will 

belief is that cultures believing in free will may be able to better punish transgressors, and to do 

so without negative consequences for non-delinquent members of the social group.  

Importantly, though I argue that free will beliefs are driven by social motives with the 

ultimate function of benefiting social groups by permitting moral responsibility, they do appear 

to function in a way that benefits the self. Because punitiveness is essential for group functioning 

and free will beliefs justify punitive impulses, this function of free will has an adaptive domino 

effect. People behave selfishly (e.g., Kerr, 1983; Kerr & Bruun, 1983; Latané, Williams & 

Harkins, 1979; Orbell & Dawes, 1981), which leads people to experience punitive motives 

(Studies 7 and 8), which in turn leads people to heighten their belief in free will (Studies 1-5, 7, 

8, and 10). These motivated increases in free will belief justify punitive impulses, thus 

alleviating punishment anxiety (Studies 9-10). These increases in free will belief permit people 

to be more punitive (e.g., Shariff et al., in press), which reduces selfish behavior in society (e.g., 

Fehr & Gächter, 2005; Henrich et al., 2006; Mulder, 2008). Therefore, the anxiety-relieving 
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benefits of believing in free will may ultimately serve the larger function of helping regulate 

social behavior. 

Theoretical Implications and Applications 

Compatibilism vs. incompatibilism. There is a deep philosophical divide over whether 

free will is compatible or incompatible with a deterministic universe. Compatibilists define free 

will as the ability to perform actions on the basis of rational deliberation, while incompatibilists 

define free will as having two or more options for action even holding constant past events 

(Kane, 2011). Some researchers have found that laypeople tend to define free will as having 

options for action, being able to choose without (or even despite) external pressure, and having 

the ability to do otherwise (Nichols, 2004; Nichols & Knobe, 2007; Stillman, Baumeister, & 

Mele, 2011), supporting the incompatibilist side of the debate. Others have found that laypeople 

hold compatibilist intuitions about free will (e.g., Monroe & Malle, 2010; Nahmias et al., 2005; 

Woolfolk, Doris, & Darley, 2006). 

As my research focuses specifically on self-reported free will beliefs, it is the lay 

conception of free will that is invoked in my studies, regardless of whether the lay conception is 

compatibilist or incompatibilist. Across my seven measures of free will beliefs, only one of the 

individual items was clearly incompatibilist: “To what extent could this person have made other 

choices…” (one of the items from the free will attributions in Studies 2, 4, 7, and 10). Other 

items were more ambiguous (e.g., “People have complete free will.”, “To what extent did this 

person exercise their own free will…”). This means that participants were free to report free will 

beliefs based on their own personal definitions of the concept. 

Of course, a central point of my analysis is that free will beliefs vary across situations as 

the motivation to assign responsibility and punishment vary, so it makes little sense to talk about 
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the nature of people’s stable free will beliefs. In fact, my findings may provide a possible 

explanation for the discrepant findings found by researchers regarding the compatibilism vs. 

incompatibilism debate. 

A common method employed by researchers is to present participants with an immoral 

behavior and either information about external constraints or a description of a deterministic 

universe, and then measure whether participants perceive the person as ‘free’ or ‘responsible’. 

For example, Woolfolk and colleagues (2006) demonstrated that people assign responsibility to 

others even when their behavior is under constraint. However, the behavior of interest was an 

immoral one. Exposure to immoral behavior may have unintentionally increased participants’ 

free will beliefs, thus explaining why participants still assigned moral responsibility to an actor 

despite the presence of external constraints. 

Similarly, Nahmias and colleagues (2005) presented participants with a deterministic 

universe and then provided an example about Jeremy, who either robs a bank or saves a child. 

Though Jeremy is judged equally responsible in both cases (supporting compatibilism), the 

majority of participants believed that Jeremy, the bank robber, could have chosen not to rob the 

bank, while the majority of participants believed that Jeremy, the child saver, could not have 

chosen not to save the child. Viewed through the lens of the present findings, these results may 

indicate that participants were more motivated to believe in free will after reading about 

Jeremy’s immoral behavior than about Jeremy’s morally good behavior, and were therefore less 

compelled by the deterministic description. 

When researchers provide examples of immoral behavior, they may be unwittingly 

evoking a desire to believe in free will, which may interfere with participants’ ability or 

willingness to accept deterministic descriptions. Therefore, compatibilist findings may not 
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necessarily show that laypeople are compatibilist, but rather that the motivation for moral 

responsibility is so strong after consideration of immoral behavior, that participants are 

temporarily willing to disregard important aspects of the experiment or perhaps even disregard 

their own intuitions about the requirements for moral responsibility. 

In fact, recent research supports this very explanation (Clark, Baumeister, & Nahmias, 

2014). When participants were explicitly told that in a determinist universe “All human thoughts 

and their corresponding behaviors are inevitable consequences of prior events”, the majority of 

participants incorrectly failed to understand that this meant “…if specific events occurred, a 

human would make a particular decision with 100% certainty”. Therefore, people may have a 

hard time even grasping the idea of a universe in which choice is not possible. Furthermore, 

participants who were first asked to consider a determinism argument were more than twice as 

likely to say determinism and free will were compatible than participants asked to consider an 

indeterminism argument. All participants were asked the exact same question: “If humans have 

free will and can be morally responsible, is it possible for all human behavior to be inevitable 

consequences of prior causes?”, but participants threatened by the possibility that human 

behavior actually might be inevitable consequences of prior causes were more likely to say free 

will could be possible under such circumstances. These results provide preliminary support for 

the possibility that compatibilist attitudes emerge when people are threatened by the inability to 

hold others morally responsible, suggesting that the motivation for moral responsibility trumps 

logical consistency regarding freedom and moral responsibility. That is, the motive to believe 

that people are free and morally responsible may be so strong, that people will believe in human 

free will and moral responsibility no matter what sorts of external constraints are imposed on 

them. That people report compatibilist attitudes (that free will is possible) in a determinist 
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universe may merely reflect their refusal to deny free will, rather than any logical consideration 

of the requirements for moral responsibility. 

Future research attempting to determine whether lay intuitions about free will are 

compatibilist or incompatibilist may consider avoiding the use of scenarios that lead to increased 

beliefs in free will and taking greater measures to ensure that participants are actually 

understanding and accepting deterministic descriptions. Researchers might also consider whether 

using lay intuitions about free will and compatibilism as a means to further understand some 

objective nature of these constructs is a worthwhile enterprise when motives to believe in free 

will may potentially override people’s capacity to logically analyze the requirements for moral 

responsibility 

Manipulating free will beliefs. To my knowledge, no prior research has shown that free 

will beliefs are susceptible to motivational influences; however, there is some evidence that free 

will beliefs are at least somewhat malleable. Whereas previous research has successfully altered 

free will beliefs through priming and argument techniques (e.g., Baumeister et al., 2009; Vohs & 

Schooler, 2008), the present work sought to change those beliefs by altering the motivational 

context, and reading about immoral actions appears to be an effective method of altering free 

will beliefs. Previously, only attempts to decrease free will beliefs versus a control condition 

have been successful, presumably due to ceiling effects, as most people already believe in free 

will. The present findings of increased belief in free will may be especially remarkable in the 

context of these prior failures. 

The current findings qualify the findings of past research suggesting a general tendency 

for people to believe they have more free will than others (Pronin & Kugler, 2010; see also Earp, 

2011). In Study 2, I did find a slight (though non-significant) tendency for people to attribute 
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greater free will to their own morally good actions than to others’ morally good actions. But for 

immoral actions, this pattern was reversed, with people attributing more free will to others’ 

immoral actions than to their own. In fact, participants attributed more free will to others’ 

immoral actions than to any sort of actions performed by the self. If Pronin and Kugler’s (2010) 

results can be considered the standard for how neutral life events are perceived, the present 

findings suggest that reading about immoral actions by others is an especially strong motive for 

believing in free will by showing a complete reversal of the typical self versus other differences 

in attributions of free will. The present findings open up new avenues for future research by 

demonstrating a relatively easy and potent way of manipulating free will beliefs. 

Is free will belief necessary? Some argue that the ‘illusion’ of free will is morally 

necessary and that encouraging the general population to believe in hard determinism 

(incompatiblist determinism) may be ethically wrong (e.g., Smilansky, 2004). The present 

research seems to support this notion by demonstrating the importance of free will beliefs for 

societies to punish antisocial group members without negative consequences on an individual-

level. However, increasing free will beliefs also increases retributive punitiveness (Shariff et al., 

in press), potentially perpetuating a cycle of harsh moral judgment. 

The results of Study 10 suggest there may be another way to justify punitive impulses 

without free will and without negative consequences for the self. In Study 10, participants who 

read an argument about why free will is not a prerequisite for punishment due to the 

effectiveness of deterrent punishment did not experience motivated increases in free will beliefs 

after reading about an immoral action relative to a morally neutral action. They also did not 

experience heightened anxiety after reading about an immoral action relative to a morally neutral 

action despite that their own self-reported desire to punish was unaffected by the argument. 
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These results suggest that the requirements to justify moral responsibility could potentially be 

satisfied by deterrent punitiveness, therefore simultaneously alleviating the negative 

psychological consequences of punitiveness without making people more retributive. 

With increasing levels of education, people are becoming more aware of external 

constraints on human behavior, which may eventually lead to declines in punitiveness. Research 

by Shariff et al. (in press) demonstrated that higher levels of education were negatively related to 

retributive punitiveness. Even more convincing, one study demonstrated that students in a 

cognitive-neuroscience class recommended shorter prison sentences at the end of the course than 

at the beginning. Though this may appear to be problematic due to the necessity of punitiveness 

to regulate behavior, other research has shown that belief in scientific determinism, often in 

opposition to free will belief, was positively related to deterrent forms of punitiveness (Clark & 

Ditto, 2014). These results may indicate that scientific advances suggesting the absence of free 

will may not do away with punishment altogether, but shift the ways in which societies punish 

their criminals. Future research may investigate whether scientific determinism actually permits 

for a new kind of morality or punishment, one that encourages the use of scientifically validated 

behavior change techniques that deter crime without imposing the burden of retributive 

punishment on society. 

Alternate Explanations and Limitations 

As is the case with most motivated accounts, the current findings must be evaluated in 

light of a number of non-motivational counter-explanations. One possibility is that the 

association between free will and moral responsibility is so ingrained in people’s minds that 

thoughts of moral behavior prime free will, leading to increased belief in the concept. This 

cannot explain, however, why morally good behavior did not similarly prime free will beliefs. 
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Perhaps then it is just immoral behavior that primes free will beliefs, or that immoral and moral 

behavior differ in other ways besides the extent to which they evoke punitive motivations, such 

as immoral behavior being perceived as easier to suppress (and thus more freely chosen) than 

morally good behavior. Once again, however, these accounts cannot explain the nuanced pattern 

observed. Immoral behavior did not increase free will beliefs across the board as these accounts 

would predict, but rather its effects depended on the perpetrator of the act (self vs. other), as well 

as on characteristics of the victim (whether the immoral act was targeted at the self, a morally 

good other, or a morally bad other). In short, I believe that my motivated account provides the 

most parsimonious explanation of the full range of findings from the ten studies presented here. 

It may be argued that immoral behaviors increase attributions of responsibility (as shown 

by past research), and that these responsibility judgments simply spill over to free will beliefs. 

Though Studies 4 and 7 may be susceptible to this criticism because participants attributed free 

will to the perpetrator before reporting their general free will belief, participants never explicitly 

contemplated the freedom or responsibility of the perpetrator in Studies 3, 5, and 8. Further, 

Study 5 avoided the limitations of self-report measures and found that participants who read 

about an immoral behavior tended to criticize and reject scientific research that argued against 

the reality of free will more than participants who read about a morally neutral behavior. Because 

people selectively recruit information that supports what they want to believe (or criticize 

contrary arguments; e.g., Lord, Ross, & Lepper 1979; Munro & Ditto, 1997), these findings 

indicate that immoral behaviors motivated participants to believe more in free will and to 

maintain such beliefs. 

Though correlational, the results of Study 6 also cast doubt on this alternate explanation. 

Real world levels of crime and homicide predicted country-level free will beliefs. Participants 
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were likely not simultaneously attending to their country-level crime rates while reporting their 

beliefs; rather, the chronic moral state of one’s nation appeared to have an independent influence 

on beliefs about the capacity for free action. Unlike responsibility and control, free will is a 

capability, not a temporary conditional state (though the present results demonstrate that free will 

beliefs are conditional). In the present research, participants are not merely attributing greater 

freedom, responsibility, intention, or control to the perpetrator at the specific time of the incident, 

but to all people in general—including the self—at all points in their lives. 

A potential limitation of the current research has to do with the measurement of free will 

beliefs. The FAD-Plus (used in Studies 3, 4, 7, and 8) is perhaps the most widely used free will 

belief scale in psychological research, but it can be criticized for the overlap it contains between 

beliefs about free will and beliefs about moral responsibility. Scale items such as “People must 

take full responsibility for any bad choices they make” and “Criminals are totally responsible for 

the bad things they do” (Paulhus & Carey, 2011) confound not just free will and moral 

responsibility generally, but free will and moral blame for “bad” behavior specifically. In a 

sense, the fact that researchers include aspects of responsibility and blame into their operational 

definition of free will can be taken as additional evidence of the deep psychological association 

between these constructs, but the conceptual slippage makes the FAD-Plus a less than optimal 

measure for research examining relationships between them. Despite this limitation, my use of 

multiple measures to tap free will beliefs make the current research less susceptible to the 

criticism that my findings are bolstered by methodological overlap between my independent and 

dependent variables. 

Conclusion 
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There is no consensus among scientists and philosophers regarding actual the existence of 

free will or what form it might take, yet the vast majority of laypeople believe in free will 

(Nahmias et al., 2005). Moreover, recent empirical findings have shown that free will beliefs 

have behavioral consequences, mostly along the lines of making people act in accordance with 

cultural values (e.g., Baumeister et al., 2009; Vohs & Schooler, 2008). The findings that free will 

beliefs are so pervasive and have important behavioral consequences highlight the importance of 

understanding the factors that influence people to hold affirming versus skeptical beliefs about 

free will. I have reported ten studies aimed at testing one explanation for the causation of free 

will beliefs. Specifically, I tested an idea dating back to Nietzsche (1889/1954): The idea that 

free will is embraced, at least partly, in order to justify holding others morally responsible for 

their wrongful behaviors. My investigation has supported Nietzsche’s hypothesis with multiple 

findings, diverse methods, and different populations. Taken together, my findings provide a 

potential explanation for the strength and prevalence of free will beliefs, and support the view 

that belief in free will is partially driven by the social motive to punish and serves the social 

function of justifying punitive impulses. 



 
 

84 
 

References 

Alicke, M. D. (2000). Culpable control and the psychology of blame. Psychological Bulletin, 
126, 556–574. 

Alicke, M. D. Culpable causation. (1992). Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 63, 
368-378. 

Alquist, J. L. & Baumeister, R. F. (2010). Free to be different: Disbelief in free will increases 
conformity. Unpublished manuscript. 

Antonio, M. E. (2006). “I didn’t know it’d be so hard”: Jurors’ emotional reactions to serving on 
a capital trial. Judicature, 89, 282-288. 

Aristotle. (1980). Nicomachean ethics. (W.D. Ross, Trans.). New York, NY: Oxford University 
Press. 

Aronson, E. & Cope, V. (1968). My enemy’s enemy is my friend. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 8, 8-12. 

Aspinwall, L. G., Brown, T. R., & Tabery, J. (2012). The double-edged sword: Does 
biomechanism increase or decrease judges’ sentencing of psychopaths? Science, 337, 
846-849. 

Bargh, J. A. (2008). Free will is un-natural. In J. Baer, J. Kaufman, & R. Baumeister (Eds.), Are 
we free? Psychology and free will (pp. 128–154). New York, NY: Oxford University 
Press. 

Baumeister, R. F. (2005). The cultural animal: Human nature, meaning, and social life. New 
York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

Baumeister, R.F. (2008). Free will in scientific psychology. Perspectives on Psychological 
Science, 3, 14-19. 

Baumeister, R. F. (in press). Constructing a scientific theory of free will. In W. Sinnott-
Armstrong (Ed.), Moral psychology (Vol. 4): Free will and responsibility. Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press. 

Baumeister, R. F., Bratslavsky, C. F., Finkenauer, C., & Vohs, K. D. (2001). Bad is stronger than 
good. Review of General Psychology, 5, 323-370. 

Baumeister, R. F., & Brewer, L. E. (2012). Beliving verses disbelieving in free will: Correlates 
and consequences. Unpublished manuscript. 

Baumeister, R. F., Masicampo, E. J., & DeWall, C. N. (2009). Prosocial benefits of feeling free: 
Disbelief in free will increases aggression and reduces helpfulness. Personality and 
Social Psychology Bulletin, 35, 260-268. 

Baumeister, R. F. & Newman, L. (1994). Self-regulation of cognitive inference and decision 
processes. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 20, 3–19. 

Baumeister, R. F., & Scher, S. J. (1988). Self-defeating behavior patterns among normal 
individuals: Review and analysis of common self-destructive tendencies. Psychological 
Bulletin, 104, 3-22. 

Baumeister, R. F., Stillwell, A. M., & Heatherton, T. F. (1994). Guilt: An interpersonal 
approach. Psychological Bulletin, 115, 243-267. 

Bradley, G. W. (1978). Self-serving biases in the attribution process: A reexamination of the fact 
or fiction question. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 36, 56-71. 

Bushman, B. J. (2002). Does venting anger feed or extinguish the flame? Catharsis, rumination, 
distraction, anger, and aggressive responding. Personality and Social Psychology 
Bulletin, 28, 724-731. 



 
 

85 
 

Carlsmith, K. M., Darley, J. M., & Robinson, P. H. (2002). Why do we punish? Deterrence and 
just desserts as motives for punishment. Journal for Personality and Social Psychology, 
83, 284-299. 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2010). Current Depression Among Adults --- 
United States, 2006 and 2008. Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report, 59, 1229-1235. 

Central Intelligence Agency. (2011). The World Factbook. Retrieved from 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2102rank.html 

Central Intelligence Agency. (2013). The World Factbook. Retrieved from 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook//fields/2103.html 

Cialdini, R. B., Reno, R. R., & Kallgren, C. A. (1990). A focus theory of normative conduct: 
Recycling the concept of norms to reduce littering in public places. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 58, 1015-1026. 

Clark, C. J., Baumeister, R. F., & Nahmias, E. (2014). Naïve compatibilism. Unpublished 
manuscript. 

Clark, C. J., & Ditto, P. H. (2014). Scientific determinism and deterrent punitiveness. 
Unpublished manuscript. 

Cohen, J. (1988). Statistical power analysis for the behavioral sciences (2nd ed.). Mahwah, NJ: 
Erlbaum. 

Critchlow, B. (1985). The blame in the bottle: Attributions about drunken behavior. Personality 
and Social Psychology Bulletin, 11, 258-274. 

Cusack, R. M. (1999). Stress and stress symptoms in capital murder jurors: Is jury duty 
hazardous to jurors’ mental health? (Unpublished doctoral dissertation). St. Mary’s 
University, San Antonio, TX. 

Cushman F. 2008. Crime and punishment: distinguishing the roles of causal and intentional 
analyses in moral judgment. Cognition, 108, 353-80. 

Cushman F, Knobe J, Sinnott-Armstrong W. (2008). Moral appraisals affect doing/allowing 
judgments. Cognition, 108, 281-289. 

Derogatis, L. R., & Spencer, P. M. (1982). The Brief Symptom Inventory (BSI): Administration, 
scoring, and procedures manual. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University, School of 
Medicine. 

Ditto, P. H. & Lopez. (1992). Motivated Skepticism: Use of different decision criteria for 
preferred and nonpreferred conclusions. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
63, 568-584. 

Ditto, P. H., Pizarro, D. A., & Tannenbaum, D. (2009). Motivated moral reasoning. In D.M. 
Bartels, C.W. Bauman, L.J. Skitka, & D.L. Medin (Eds.), Moral judgment and decision 
making (pp. 307–338). San Diego, CA: Academic Press. 

Earp, B. D. (2011). Do I have more free will than you do? An unexpected asymmetry in 
intuitions about personal freedom. The New School Psychology Bulletin, 9, 21-27. 

Economist Intelligence Unit. (2013). Democracy index 2012: Democracy at a standstill. London, 
England: Author 

Fehr, E. & Gächter, S. (2005). Altruistic punishment in humans. Nature, 415, 137–140. 
Fincham, F. D., & Jaspers, J. M. (1980). Attribution of responsibility: From man the scientist to 

man as lawyer. In L. Berkowitz (Ed.), Advances in experimental social psychology (Vol. 
13, pp. 82-139). New York, NY: Academic Press. 



 
 

86 
 

Freud, S. (1953). The economic problem of masochism. In J. Strachey (Ed.), The standard 
edition of the complete psychological works of Sigmund Freud (Vol. 19, pp. 155–170). 
London, England: Hogarth Press. (Original work published in 1924) 

Fukuyama, F. (2011). The origins of political order: From prehuman times to the french 
revolution. London, England: Profile Books Ltd. 

Ghetti, S., & Redlich, A.D. (2001). Reactions to youth crime: Perceptions of accountability and 
competency. Behavioral Sciences & the Law, 19, 33-53. 

Gray, H. M., Gray, K., & Wegner, D. M. (2007). Dimensions of mind perception. Science, 315, 
619. 

Gray, K. & Wegner, D. M. (2007). Moral typecasting: Divergent perceptions of moral agents and 
moral patients. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 96, 505-520. 

Greenberg, J., Pyszczynski, T., Solomon, S. (1980). The self-serving attributional bias: Beyond 
self-presentation. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 18, 56-67. 

Gromet, D.M., Haidt, J., & Darley, J.M. (2013). The comprehensive justice scale. Unpublished 
manuscript. 

Guglielmo, S. & Malle, B. F. (2010a). Can unintended side effects be intentional? Resolving a 
controversy over intentionality and morality. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 
36, 1635-1647. 

Guglielmo, S. & Malle, B. F. (2010b). Enough skill to kill: Intentionality judgments and the 
moral valence of action. Cognition, 117, 139-150. 

Haidt, J. (2001). The emotional dog and its rational tail: A social intuitionist approach to moral 
judgment. Psychological Review, 108, 814–834. 

Haidt, J. (2012). The righteous mind. New York, NY: Penguin Books. 
Haidt, J., & Kesebir, S. (2010). Morality. In S. T. Fiske, D. Gilbert & G. Lindzey (Eds.), 

Handbook of social psychology (5th ed., pp. 797-832). Hoboken, NJ: Wiley. 
Hamlin, J. K., Wynn, K., Bloom, P., & Mahajan, N. (2011). How infants and toddlers react to 

antisocial others. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 108, 19931-19936. 
Hayes, A. F. (2013). Introduction to mediation, moderation, and conditional process analysis: A 

regression based approach. New York, NY: The Guilford Press. 
Heider, F. (1958). The naive analysis of action. In F. Heider (Ed.), The psychology of 

interpersonal relations (pp. 101–124). New York, NY: Wiley. 
Henrich, J., McElreath, R., Barr, A., Ensminger, J., Barrett, C., Bolyanatz, A., Cardenas, J. 

C., Gurven, M., Gwako, E., Henrich, N., Lesorogol, C., Marlowe, F., Tracer, D., & Ziker, 
J. (2006). Costly punishment across human societies. Science, 312, 1767-1770. 

Jones, E. E. & Davis, K. E. (1965). From acts to dispositions: The attribution process in person 
perception. In L. Berkowitz (Ed.), Advances in experimental social psychology (Vol. 2, 
pp. 219-266). New York, NY: Academic Press. 

Kane, R. (Ed.). (2011). The oxford handbook of free will (2nd ed.). New York, NY: Oxford 
University Press. 

Kant, I. (1998). Groundwork for the metaphysics of morals. (M. Gregor, Ed. & Trans.). 
Cambridge University Press, New York, NY. (Original work published in 1785) 

Kant, I. (2005). The critique of pure reason. (P. Guyer & A.W. Wood, Trans.). Cambridge 
University Press, New York, NY. (Original work published in 1781) 

Kaufmann, D., Kraay, A., & Mastruzzi, M. (2009). Governance matters VIII: Aggregate and 
individual governance indicators, 1996 –2008 (Policy Research Working Paper No. 
4978). Washington, DC: World Bank. 



 
 

87 
 

Kelley, H. (1973). The processes of causal attribution. American Psychologist, 28, 107-128. 
Kelling, G. L., & Wilson, J. Q. (1982). Broken windows. Atlantic Monthly, 29-38. 
Kerr, N. L. (1983). Motivation losses in small groups: A social dilemma analysis. Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology,45, 819-828. 
Kerr, N. L. & Bruun, S. E. (1983). Dispensability of member effort and group motivation losses: 

Free-rider effects. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 44, 78-94. 
Kerr, N.L., Rumble, A.C., Park, E.S., Ouwerkerk, J.W., Parks, C.D., Gallucci, M., & van Lange, 

P.A.M. (2009). How many bad apples does it take to spoil the whole barrel? Social 
exclusion and toleration for bad apples. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 405, 
603–613. 

Knobe, J. (2003). Intentional Action and Side Effects in Ordinary Language. Analysis, 63, 190-
194. 

Knobe, J., & Fraser, B. (2008). Causal judgment and moral judgment: two experiments. In W. 
Sinnott-Armstrong (Ed.) Moral psychology: Vol. 2. The cognitive science of morality: 
Intuition and diversity (pp. 441-448). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

Knowles, E., Clark, C. J., Bauman, C., & Kamble, S. (2014). Cross-cultural Knobe Effect: 
Moralization of positive outcomes leads to greater attributions of intentionality in 
collectivist cultures. Unpublished manuscript. 

Kunda, Z. (1990). The case for motivated reasoning. Psychological Bulletin, 108, 480–498. 
Latané, B., Williams, K., & Harkins, S. (1979). Many hands make light the work: The causes 

and consequences of social loafing. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 37, 
822-832. 

Lawler-Row, K. A., & Piferi, R. L. (2006). The forgiving personality: Describing a life well 
lived?. Personality and Individual Differences, 41, 1009–1020. 

Lerner, M. J. (1980). The belief in a just world: A fundamental delusion. New York, NY: Plenum 
Press. 

Lerner, J. S., Goldberg, J. H., & Tetlock, P. E. (1998). Sober second thought: The effects of 
accountability, anger and authoritarianism on attributions of responsibility. Personality 
and Social Psychology Bulletin, 24, 563-574. 

Lerner, M. J. & Miller, D. T. (1978). Just world research and the attribution process: Looking 
back and ahead. Psychological Bulletin, 85, 1030-1051. 

Leslie, A. M, Knobe, J., & Cohen, A. (2006). Acting intentionally and the side-effect effect: 
Theory of mind and moral judgment. Psychological Science, 17, 421-427. 

Libet, B. (1985). Unconscious cerebral initiative and the role of conscious will in voluntary 
action. Behavior and Brain Sciences, 8, 529–66. 

Liu, B. S. & Ditto, P. H. (2012). What dilemma? Moral evaluation shapes factual belief. Social 
Psychological and Personality Science, 00, 1-8. 

Lord, C. G., Ross, L., & Lepper, M. R. (1979). Biased assimilation and attitude polarization: The 
effects of prior theories on subsequently considered evidence. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 37, 2098–2109. 

Marteau, T.M., & Bekker, H. (1992). The development of a six-item short form of the state scale 
of the Spielberger State-Trait Anxiety Inventory. British Journal of Clinical Psychology, 
31, 301-306. 

Mercier, H. & Sperber, D. (2011). Why do humans reason? Arguments for an argumentative 
theory. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 34, 57-111. 



 
 

88 
 

Monroe, A. E. & Malle, B. F. (2010). From uncaused will to conscious choice: The need to 
study, not speculate about people’s folk concept of free will. The Review of Philosophy 
and Psychology, 1, 211-224. 

Monterosso, J., Royzman, E.B., & Schwartz, B. (2005). Explaining away responsibility: Effects 
of scientific explanation on perceived culpability. Ethics & Behavior, 15, 139-158. 

Mulder, L.B. (2008). The difference between punishments and rewards in fostering moral 
concerns in social decision making. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 44, 
1436–1443. 

Munro, G. D. & Ditto, P. H. (1997). Biased assimilation, attitude polarization, and affect in 
reactions to stereotype-relevant scientific information. Personality and Social Psychology 
Bulletin, 23, 636-653. 

Nahmias, E., Morris, S., Nadelhoffer, T., & Turner, J. (2005). Surveying freedom: Folk 
intuitions about free will and moral responsibility. Philosophical Psychology, 18, 561-
584. 

Neopolitan, J.L. (1996). Cross-national crime data: Some unaddressed problems. Journal of 
Criminal Justice, 19, 95–112. 

Nichols, S. (2004), The Folk Psychology of Free Will: Fits and Starts. Mind & Language, 
19, 473–502. 

Nichols, S. & Knobe, J. (2007). Moral Responsibility and Determinism: The Cognitive Science 
of Folk Intuitions. Noûs, 41, 663–685. 

Nietzsche, F. (1954). Twilight of the idols. (W. Kaufmann, Trans.). New York, NY: Penguin 
Books. (Original work published 1889). 

O'Connor, T. (2011). Free Will. In E. N. Zalta (Ed.) The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 
Retrieved from http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2011/entries/freewill/ 

Orbell, J., & Dawes, R. (1981). Social dilemmas. In G. Stephenson & H. H. Davis (Eds.), 
Progress in applied social psychology (Vol. 1, pp. 37-65). New York, NY: Wiley. 

Paulhus, D. L., & Carey, J. (2011). The FAD-Plus: Measuring lay beliefs regarding free will and 
related constructs. Journal of Personality Assessment, 93, 96–104. 

Pizarro, D., Ulhmann, E., & Salovey, P. (2003). Asymmetry in judgments of moral blame and 
praise: The role of perceived metadesires. Psychological Science, 14, 267-.272. 

Preacher, K. J., & Hayes, A. F. (2004). SPSS and SAS procedures for estimating indirect effects 
in simple mediation models. Behavior Research Methods, Instruments, and Computers, 
36, 717-731. 

Prisoners by country (2002). The Eighth United Nations Survey on Crime Trends and the 
Operations of Criminal Justice Systems. United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 
Centre for the International Crime Prevention. Retrieved from 
http://www.NationMaster.com/graph/cri_pri-crime-prisoners 

Pronin, E. & Kugler, M. B. (2010). People believe they have more free will than others. 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 107, 22469-22474. 

Rakos, R. F., Laurene, K. R., Skala, S., & Slane, S. (2008). Belief in free will: Measurement and 
conceptualization innovations. Behavior and Social Issues, 17, 20-39. 

Read, S. J., Vanman, E. J., & Miller, L. C. (1997). Connectionism, parallel constraint satisfaction 
processes, and Gestalt principles: (Re)introducing cognitive dynamics to social 
psychology. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 1, 26–53. 



 
 

89 
 

Reeder, G. D., & Brewer, M. B. (1979). A schematic model of dispositional attribution in 
interpersonal perception. Psychological Review, 86, 61-79. 

Reeder, G. D., & Coovert, M. D. (1986). Revising an impression of morality. Social Cognition, 
4, 1-17. 

Reeder, R. D., & Spores, J. M. (1983). The attribution of morality. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 44, 736-745. 

Reynolds, W. M. (1982). Development of reliable and valid short forms of the Marlowe-Crown 
social desirability scale. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 38, 119-125. 

Sarkissian, H., Chatterjee, A., De Brigard, F., Knobe, J., Nichols, S. and Sirker, S. (2010), Is 
Belief in Free Will a Cultural Universal?. Mind & Language, 25, 346–358. 

Shariff, A. F., Greene, J. D., Karremans, J. C., Luguri, J., Clark, C. J., Schooler, J. W., 
Baumeister, R. F., & Vohs. K. D. (in press). Free will and punishment: A mechanistic 
view of human nature reduces retribution. Psychological Science. 

Shaver, K. G. (1985). The attribution of blame. New York, NY: Springer-Verlag. 
Shaver, K. G. & Drown, D. (1986). On causality, responsibility, and self-blame: A theoretical 

note. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 50, 697-702. 
Simmons, J. P., Nelson, L. D., & Simonsohn, U. (2011). False-positive psychology undisclosed 

flexibility in data collection and analysis allows presenting anything as significant. 
Psychological science, 22, 1359-1366. 

Smilansky, S. (2004). Free will: From Nature to illusion. Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 
101, 71-95. 

Soon, C. S., Brass, M., Heinze, H., & Haynes, J. (2008). Unconscious determininants of free 
decisions in the human brain. Nature Neroscience, 11, 543-545. 

Spielberger, C. D., Gorsuch, R. L. & Lushene, R. E. (1997). State-Trait Anxiety Inventory test 
manual. Palo Alto, CA: Consulting Psychologists Press. 

Spinaris, C. G., Denhof, M. D., & Kellaway, J. A. (2012). Posttraumatic stress disorder in United 
States corrections professionals: Prevalance and impact on health and functioning. Desert 
Waters Correctional Outreach. 1-32. 

Stillman, T. F. & Baumeister, R. F. (2010). Guilty, free, and wise: Belief in free will facilitates 
learning from self-conscious emotions. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 46, 
951-960. 

Stillman, T. F., Baumeister, R. F., & Mele, A. R. (2011). Free will in everyday life: 
Autobiographical accounts of free and unfree actions. Philosophical Psychology, 24, 381-
394. 

Stillman, T.F., Baumeister, R.F., Vohs, K.D., Lambert, N., Fincham, F., & Brewer, L.E., (2010). 
Personal philosophy and personnel achievement: Belief in free will predicts better job 
performance. Social Psychological and Personality Science, 1, 43-50.  

Stroessner, S. J. & Green, C. W. (1990). Effect of belief in free will or determinism on attitudes 
toward punishment and locus of control. Journal of Social Psychology, 130, 789-799. 

Thagard, P. (2004). Coherence in thought and action. Boston, MA: MIT Press. 
Total crimes by country. (2002). The Eighth United Nations Survey on Crime Trends and the 

Operations of Criminal Justice Systems. United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 
Centre for the International Crime Prevention. Retrieved from 
http://www.NationMaster.com/graph/cri_tot_cri-crime-total-crimes 

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. (2011). Crime and Criminal Justice Statistics. 
Retrieved from: http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/data-and-analysis/statistics/crime.html 



 
 

90 
 

Uttich, K., & Lombrozo, T. (2010). Norms inform mental state ascriptions: A rational 
explanation for the side-effect effect. Cognition, 116, 87–100.  

Vohs, K. D., & Schooler, J. (2008). The value of believing in free will: Encouraging a belief in 
determinism increases cheating. Psychological Science, 19, 49-54. 

Walster, E. (1966). Assignment of responsibility for an accident. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 3, 73-79. 

Wegner, D.M. (2002). The illusion of conscious will. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
Wegner, D. M. (2003). The mind’s best trick: How we experience conscious will. Trends in 

Cognitive Sciences, 7, 65-69. 
Wegner, D. M., Sparrow, B., Winerman, L. (2004). Vicarious agency: experiencing control over 

the movements of others. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 86, 838-848. 
Wegner, D. M., & Wheatley, T. P. (1999). Apparent mental causation: Sources of the experience 

of will. American Psychologist, 54, 480-492. 
Weiner, B. (1995). Judgments of responsibility: A foundation for a theory of social conduct. New 

York, NY: Guilford Press. 
Woolfolk, R. L., Doris, J. M., & Darley, J. M. (2006). Identification, situational constraint, and 

social cognition: Studies in the attribution of moral responsibility. Cognition, 100, 283-
301. 

World Values Survey Association. (2009). World Values Survey. Retrieved from 
http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ 

Young, L., & Phillips, J. (2011). The paradox of moral focus. Cognition, 119, 166-178. 



 
 

91 
 

Appendices 
Appendix A: Study 1 Materials 

Please consider the life of Adolf Hitler (Mother Theresa, Martin Luther King Jr., Jesus, 

Mahatma Gandhi, the Dalai Lama, Osama Bin Laden, Jerry Sandusky, Bernie Madoff). Taking 

into account how Hitler was raised and the culture he grew up in, how free was Hitler to act 

differently in his life? 
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Appendix B: Study 2 Materials 
Morally Good, Self (as actor) Condition 

Please take a moment to think back to a time when you did something that was morally 

good. Please write a short paragraph describing this morally good behavior in the box provided. 

(Remember, responses are completely anonymous.) 

Morally Good, Other (as actor) Condition 

Please take a moment to think back to a time when someone you know (other than 

yourself) did something that was morally good. Please write a short paragraph describing this 

morally good behavior in the box provided. (Remember, responses are completely anonymous.) 

Morally Bad, Self (as actor) Condition 

Please take a moment to think back to a time when you did something that was morally 

bad. Please write a short paragraph describing this morally bad behavior in the box provided. 

(Remember, responses are completely anonymous.) 

Morally Bad, Other (as actor) Condition 

Please take a moment to think back to a time when someone you know (other than 

yourself) did something that was morally bad. Please write a short paragraph describing this 

morally bad behavior in the box provided. (Remember, responses are completely anonymous.) 

Achievement, Self (as actor) Condition 

Please take a moment to think back to a time when you achieved an important goal. 

Please write a short paragraph describing this achievement in the box provided. (Remember, 

responses are completely anonymous.) 

Achievement, Other (as actor) Condition 
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Please take a moment to think back to a time when someone you know (other than 

yourself) achieved an important goal. Please write a short paragraph describing this achievement 

in the box provided. (Remember, responses are completely anonymous.) 

Failure, Self (as actor) Condition 

Please take a moment to think back to a time when you failed to achieve an important 

goal. Please write a short paragraph describing this failure in the box provided. (Remember, 

responses are completely anonymous.) 

Failure, Other (as actor) Condition 

Please take a moment to think back to a time when someone you know (other than 

yourself) failed to achieve an important goal. Please write a short paragraph describing this 

failurein the box provided. (Remember, responses are completely anonymous.) 

Free Will Attributions (Self as actor Conditions) 

1. To what extent do you feel your own freely chosen actions are responsible for the 

outcome? 

2. To what extent could you have made other choices that would have resulted in a 

different outcome? 

Free Will Attributions (Other as actor Conditions) 

1. To what extent do you feel this person's own freely chosen actions are responsible for 

the outcome? 

2. To what extent could this person have made other choices that would have resulted in a 

different outcome? 



 
 

94 
 

Appendix C: Study 3 Materials 

Morally Bad Condition 

Nation rocked by ‘jailing kids for cash’ scandal 

At a friend's sleepover more than a year ago, 14-year-old Phillip Swartley pocketed 

change from unlocked vehicles in the neighborhood to buy chips and soft drinks. The cops 

caught him. 

There was no need for an attorney, said Phillip's mother, Amy Swartley, who thought at 

most, the judge would slap her son with a fine or community service. 

But she was shocked to find her eighth-grader handcuffed and shackled in the courtroom 

and sentenced to a youth detention center. Then, he was shipped to a boarding school for 

troubled teens for nine months. 

"Yes, my son made a mistake, but I didn't think he was going to be taken away from me," 

said Swartley, a 41-year-old single mother raising two boys in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania. 

The justice system in Luzerne County, Pennsylvania, has fallen prey to corruption. The 

county has been rocked by a kickback scandal involving two elected judges who essentially 

jailed kids for cash. Many of the children had appeared before judges without a lawyer. 

The nonprofit Juvenile Law Center in Philadelphia said Phillip is one of at least 5,000 

children over the past five years who appeared before former Luzerne County Judge Mark 

Ciavarella. Many of these children had no prior offenses and would normally be shown leniency 

through being fined or required to do community service. Yet Ciavarella had an ulterior motive- 

to incarcerate them in order to receive money. 

Ciavarella, 58, corruptly and fraudulently "created the potential for an increased number 

of juvenile offenders to be sent to juvenile detention facilities," federal court documents alleged. 
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Children would be placed in private detention centers, under contract with the court, to increase 

the head count. In exchange, the two judges would receive kickbacks. Essentially, Ciavarella 

made millions off of unjustly incarcerating young people. 

Morally Neutral Condition 

Luzerne County school district starts superintendent search 

The Crestwood school district, located in Luzerne County in Pennsylvania, recently 

announced its intent to look for a new superintendent. The current superintendent, Mark 

Ciavarella, will retire at the end of this school year. 

Ciavarella, who was elected to the position in 1992, has been working on improving the 

school district for over two decades. Crestwood school district has over 3,000 students, and 

employs more than 150 teachers. It has two elementary schools, one middle school, and one high 

school.  

Superintendent Ciavarella worked closely with the town mayor, Michael Conahan. The 

smooth collaboration of the two in the education sector has “made [Crestwood schools] unique,” 

according to the Board of Education curriculum committee chair Susan Samuels.  

The city began its search for superintendent last month by hiring search firm PROACT to screen 

potential candidates. The Board of Education will select the new leader according to a 

participatory search process involving three open forums — the second of which is taking place 

this week — and 17 focus groups to hear from the community’s stakeholders, including students, 

parents, teachers and community organizations. 

There is so much at stake,” said Alex Johnston, a member of the Board of Education. 

“But at the end of the day we need a leader who can make informed, good decisions.” Johnston 
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said that the superintendent’s leadership is critical to maintaining the level of achievement that 

Crestwood public schools have been showing for the past few years.  

As the search for the new superintendent gets underway, many of the Board of Education 

members reflect on the job well done of Superintendent Ciavarella. Board member Alex 

Johnston says Ciavarella "epitomizes what it means to be an educator."  

FAD-Plus Free Will Subscale 

1. People have complete control over the decisions they make. 

2. People must take full responsibility for any bad choices they make. 

3. People can overcome any obstacles if they truly want to. 

4. Criminals are totally responsible for the bad things they do. 

5. People have complete free will. 

6. People are always at fault for their bad behavior.  

7. Strength of mind can always overcome the body's desires. 
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Appendix D: Study 4 Materials 

Morally Bad, Self (as target) Condition 

You wake up one morning and find that someone robbed your home while you were 

sleeping. Your window is broken and all of your valuables are missing. After a police 

investigation, you learn that the robber is unemployed, has two children, and sold all of your 

belongings on Ebay. 

Morally Bad, Good Other (as target) Condition 

Sam, a special education teacher, wakes up one morning and finds that someone robbed 

his home while he was sleeping. His window is broken and all of his valuables are missing. After 

a police investigation, he learns that the robber is unemployed, has two children, and sold all of 

his belongings on Ebay. 

Morally Bad, Bad Other (as target) Condition 

Sam, a convicted sexual criminal, wakes up one morning and finds that someone robbed 

his home while he was sleeping. His window is broken and all of his valuables are missing. After 

a police investigation, he learns that the robber is unemployed, has two children, and sold all of 

his belongings on Ebay. 

Morally Neutral, Self (as target) Condition 

You wake up one morning and find that someone rooted through your recycling bin at the 

end of your driveway while you were sleeping. There is no mess, but all of your aluminum cans 

are missing. After talking to your neighbors, you learn that the person is unemployed, has two 

children, and sells the cans to a recycling company. 

Morally Neutral, Good Other (as target) Condition 
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Sam, a special education teacher, wakes up one morning and finds that someone rooted 

through his recycling bin at the end of his driveway while he was sleeping. There is no mess, but 

all of his aluminum cans are missing. After talking to his neighbors, he learns that the person is 

unemployed, has two children, and sells the cans to a recycling company. 

Morally Neutral, Bad Other (as target) Condition 

Sam, a convicted sexual criminal, wakes up one morning and finds that someone rooted 

through his recycling bin at the end of his driveway while you he was sleeping. There is no mess, 

but all of his aluminum cans are missing. After talking to his neighbors, he learns that the person 

is unemployed, has two children, and sells the cans to a recycling company. 

Free Will Attributions in Morally Bad, Self (as target) Condition 

1. To what extent would you feel this person robbed you because of their own freely 

chosen actions? 

2. To what extent would you feel this person could have made other choices? 

3. To what extent would you feel this person exercised their own free will in choosing to 

rob you? 

Free Will Attributions in Morally Bad, Good Other and Bad Other (as targets) Conditions 

1. To what extent would you feel this person robbed Sam because of their own freely 

chosen actions? 

2. To what extent would you feel this person could have made other choices? 

3. To what extent would you feel this person exercised their own free will in choosing to 

rob Sam? 

Free Will Attributions in Morally Neutral, Self (as target) Condition 
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1. To what extent would you feel this person took your aluminum cans because of their 

own freely chosen actions? 

2. To what extent would you feel this person could have made other choices? 

3. To what extent would you feel this person exercised their own free will in choosing to 

take your aluminum cans? 

Free Will Attributions in Morally Neutral, Good Other and Bad Other (as targets) 

Conditions 

1. To what extent would you feel this person took Sam’s aluminum cans because of their 

own freely chosen actions? 

2. To what extent would you feel this person could have made other choices? 

3. To what extent would you feel this person exercised their own free will in choosing to 

take Sam’s aluminum cans? 

Stroessner Libertarianism Subscale 

1. I will have free will all of my life. 

2. I am free to make choices in my life regardless of social conditions. 

3. I have free will in life, regardless of group expectations or pressures. 

4. I have total free will. 
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Appendix E: Study 5 Materials 

Anti-free Will Argument 

We are interested in how people encode information. In this section, we are going to ask 

you to read a debate, and then recall certain information that was mentioned. Please read the 

passage as carefully as possible. 

Recently, there has been a debate within psychology about the existence of free will. 

Some psychologists argue that the more we have discovered about the human mind, the more we 

have evidence to suggest that people have control over their own behaviors and destinies. 

However, other psychologists think that what we know about the human mind suggests that we 

have no free will and no control over our actions. 

Two distinguished psychologists recently had a public debate about this topic. One social 

psychologist argued in favor of free will, and one argued against it. We are going to assign you 

to read one side of the debate: 

"Of course, we all hold dear the idea that we're the captain of our own soul, that we have 

free will. It sure seems like we're in charge, and it's a very scary feeling when feel we're not. 

Yet thirty years plus of research has challenged the idea that we are 'masters of ourselves' 

through our reason and free will, and suggested instead that a great deal of our judgments about 

and responses to the world are automatic and unconscious, and that our reason often acts as a sort 

lawyer, defending the decisions we have already automatically made.  

Studies have shown over and over again how unconscious influences have strong effects 

over our behavior. For example, recent research from my lab has shown that people who are 

subliminally primed with rudeness are more likely later to interrupt the experimenter. In another 

study, participants who were primed with stereotypes were more likely to act in a stereotypic 
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manner. For instance, people unconsciously primed with words relating to age walk more slowly 

after the experiment. 

These studies, and others like them, shows that actions and behaviors that we feel we 

have control over are actually a result of automatic reactions to stimuli in our environment. In 

other words, the subjective feeling that we experience of making choices are likely a byproduct 

of unconscious processes, and our feelings of free will are just an illusion." 

Argument Evaluation 

1. How convinced were you by the psychologist’s argument?  

2. How much would you like to read the research articles that were talked about? 

3. How much do you think this psychologist believes his argument? 

4. How much do you think this psychologist was being controversial for the sake of 

getting his/her name into the papers? 

5. How important do you think research on automatic and unconscious processes is? 

6. Each year, research on automatic and unconscious processes received hundreds of 

thousands of dollars from the U.S. government. Do you think this coming year this 

research should get more funding, less funding, or the same? 

7. Do you think research on automatic and unconscious processes should be a central area 

within social psychology? 
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Appendix F: Study 6 Materials 

Free Will item (a173) from the World Values Survey 

Some people feel they have completely free choice and control over their 

lives, while other people feel that what they do has no real effect on what happens to 

them. Please use this scale where 1 means "none at all" and 10 means "a great deal" 

to indicate how much freedom of choice and control you feel you have over the way 

your life turns out. 
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Appendix G: Study 7 Materials 

Desire to punish 

 To what extent should this person be punished for their actions? 
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Appendix H: Study 8 Materials 

Punished Cheater Condition 

Dear Social Animal Students: 

It is my unfortunate duty to inform you of a serious incident of cheating that occurred on 

Thursday’s midterm exam. We have discovered that a student used a “cheat sheet” during the 

exam. This is a very serious matter, especially because exam grades in the class are curved, so 

cheating on the exam directly negatively impacts everyone else's grades. We have identified the 

student who cheated and have taken the appropriate measures to punish him/her.  

I am emailing you now because I want to discuss this issue with the class on Tuesday. To 

help facilitate that discussion, I need you to fill out the attached survey ASAP. So you don’t 

forget, please do it right now, as it will only take a few minutes. To complete the survey, click 

the link below: 

(Study link here) 

Thank you for your cooperation. I look forward to our discussion on Tuesday. 

Sincerely, 

(Your professor) 

Unpunished Cheater Condition 

Dear Social Animal Students: 

It is my unfortunate duty to inform you of a serious incident of cheating that occurred on 

Thursday’s midterm exam. We have discovered that a student used a “cheat sheet” during the 

exam. This is a very serious matter, especially because exam grades in the class are curved, so 

cheating on the exam directly negatively impacts everyone else's grades. We have not identified 

the student who cheated and I suspect we will never be able to uncover who did it. 
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I am emailing you now because I want to discuss this issue with the class on Tuesday. To 

help facilitate that discussion, I need you to fill out the attached survey ASAP. So you don’t 

forget, please do it right now, as it will only take a few minutes. To complete the survey, click 

the link below: 

(Study link here) 

Thank you for your cooperation. I look forward to our discussion on Tuesday. 

Sincerely, 

(Your professor) 

Control Condition 

Dear Social Animal Students: 

I have an activity planned for class on Tuesday. To help with this activity, I need you to 

fill out the attached survey ASAP. So you don’t forget, please do it right now, as it will only take 

a few minutes. To complete the survey, click the link below: 

(Study link here) 

Thank you for your cooperation. I look forward to seeing you on Tuesday. 

Sincerely, 

(Your Professor) 

Punishment Recommendations 

1. How much should a student be punished for using a cheat sheet on an exam? 

 2. What do you think is the appropriate punishment for using a cheat sheet on an exam? 

1: No punishment 

2: Retake the exam 

3: Receive a zero on the exam 
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4: Receive a zero on the exam and have the incident put on their record 

5: Fail the class and have the incident put on their record 

6: Fail the class and be put on academic suspension from the university 
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Appendix I: Study 9 Materials 
Comprehensive Justice Scale Traditional Justice Subscale 

In our society, there is some disagreement about how society or the state should respond to crime 

and deviant behavior. Please read each of the following statements and pick a number from 1-7 

to show how much you disagree or agree with it. 

1. I believe that "an eye for an eye" is the correct philosophy behind punishing offenders. 

2. I believe that when a criminal behaves in a sub-human way, he should be treated in a 

sub-human way. 

3. I believe that amputating an offender's body part (such as a finger or toe) would be an 

appropriate punishment for some crimes (instead of putting the offender in jail). 

4. I believe that we should look to the punishments used in the early history of our 

country for guidance in how to respond to crime today. 

5. I believe that public flogging (i.e., whipping) would be an appropriate punishment for 

some crimes (instead of putting the offender in jail).  

6. I believe that shaming techniques, like making people wear a sign in public, would be 

appropriate punishments for some crimes (instead of putting the offender in jail). 

Adapted Anxiety Subscale from the Brief Symptom Inventory 

During the past 7 days, how much were you distressed by: 

 1. Feeling fearful 

2. Being suddenly scared for no reason 

3. Spells of terror or panic 
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Appendix J: Study 10 Materials 

Morally Bad Condition 

Sam, a special education teacher, wakes up one morning and finds that someone robbed 

and vandalized his home while he was sleeping. His window is broken, his house is trashed, and 

all of his valuables are missing. 

Morally Neutral Condition 

Sam, a special education teacher, wakes up one morning and finds that someone rooted 

through his recycling bin at the end of his driveway while he was sleeping. There is no mess, but 

all of his aluminum cans are missing. 

State-Trait Anxiety Inventory 

Below are a number of statements which people have used to describe themselves. Read each 

statement and then indicate the most appropriate number for how you feel right now, at this 

moment. There are no right or wrong answers. Do not spend too much time on any one statement 

but give the answer which seems to describe your present feelings best. 

1. I feel calm 

2. I am tense 

3. I feel upset 

4. I am relaxed  

5. I feel content 

6. I am worried 

 

 

 




