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Can Affect Disengagement Produce Moral Standard
Violation?

Lydia E. Jackson1, Lowell Gaertner2, and C. Daniel Batson2

Department of Psychology, Allegheny College, 520 N Main St., Meadville, PA 16335

University of Tennessee

Bandura has suggested that people can escape the self-regulatory power of internalized moral
standards by disengaging the standards, allowing violation. We consider the possibility that
disengaging the emotional warning signs of impending self-censure may be sufficient to permit
violation. To test this idea, we led some research participants to misattribute to a pill (actually a
placebo) any feelings of tension and anxiety evoked by the prospect of violating their standards of
fairness. As predicted, participants in the misattribution condition were more likely to self-favor than
those in a no-misattribution condition. This effect was mediated by the amount of tension and
anxiety attributed to the pill. The role that affect disengagement may play in moral decisions outside
the laboratory is discussed.

Keywords: Affect Disengagement; Misattribution of Emotion; Moral Disengagement; Moral
Standard Violation; Somatic-Marker Hypothesis.

Imagine you have been given the opportunity to decide how to allocate 10 raffle tickets for

a $100 prize between yourself and another research participant. The other participant will

not know how you divide the tickets; neither will the experimenter. Only you will know.

You want the gift certificate, but you also want to do what you think right—divide the

tickets fairly, 5-5. After brief deliberation, you allocate 5-5. Why?

Social learning theorists answer that you did so because you have internalized self-

regulatory standards of fairness to which you conformed in order to avoid self-censure for

standard violation and to maintain your self-image as moral. As Bandura (1991) put it,

Without some consensual moral codes people would disregard each others’ rights and

welfare whenever their desires come into social conflict.... However, external sanctions

are relatively weak deterrents because most transgressive acts can go undetected. But

people continuously preside over their own conduct in countless situations presenting little

or no external threat. So the exercise of self-sanction must play a central role in the

regulation of moral conduct. (p. 46)
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Now imagine that you really crave that gift certificate and—to improve your chances—

you want more than 5 tickets. How can you live with yourself if you act contrary to your

standards of fairness? With his theory of moral disengagement, Bandura suggested a way:

Self-regulatory mechanisms do not come into play unless they are activated, and there

are many social and psychological maneuvers by which moral self-sanctions can be

disengaged.... People do not ordinarily engage in harmful conduct until they have justified

to themselves the morality of their actions. (1999, p. 194)

Bandura identified a number of psychosocial maneuvers by which he thought our

standards can be disengaged. These maneuvers—or “mechanisms” (Bandura, 1991)—

include “moral justification, sanitizing language, and advantageous comparison;

disavowal of a sense of personal agency by diffusion or displacement of responsibility;

disregarding or minimizing the injurious effects of one’s actions; and attribution of blame

to, and dehumanization of, those who are victimized” (Bandura, 1999, p. 193). As Bandura

(1991, 1999) noted, there is good evidence that each of these phenomena can contribute to

moral failure.

Is Disengagement of Affective Alarms Sufficient?

The disengagement that Bandura described is disengagement of the relevant self-

regulatory standards themselves. Accepting that this can and does occur, we wish to

consider a second possibility. At least in some circumstances it may not be necessary to

disengage the self-regulatory standards. It has long been known that sympathetic arousal

(e.g., induced by adrenaline injections— Schachter & Latané, 1964) facilitates avoidance

learning. Moreover, the emotional arousal accompanying the anticipatory fear and anxiety

stemming from contemplating a socially sanctioned moral transgression and getting

caught may inhibit transgression (Dienstbier & Munter, 1971). We wish to extend this

logic to self-regulation for violation of an internalized moral standard. Even when there is

no threat of social censure, sympathetic arousal at anticipated self-censure for internalized

standard violation may be sufficient to guide self-regulation and standard compliance. If it

were possible to disengage these affective alarm bells that alert the person to the

impending self-censure, it may not be necessary to disengage the standards themselves for

violation to occur.

Such a possibility is consistent with Damasio (1994) somatic-marker hypothesis.

According to this hypothesis, somatic signals—including sensations from both the viscera

and the skeletal and smooth muscles—are sent to convergence zones in the prefrontal

cortex in response to real or imagined outcomes. These somatic markers alert us to the

impending consequences of contemplated actions, thereby providing guidance in decision

making. As social-learning theorists such as Bandura have emphasized, a key aspect of

internalization of moral standards is self-censure for standard violation. In Damasio’s

terms, contemplation of violation of such standards sounds alarm bells in the form of

tension and anxiety in the convergence zones in anticipation of self-censure.

Damasio developed his somatic-marker hypothesis through research on neurological

patients with lesions in the ventromedial prefrontal cortex. These patients find it difficult to

decide what action is best in many everyday situations, including moral ones. Damasio

attributed their difficulty to a lack of affective/emotional response—somatic markers—

when contemplating potentially dangerous or inappropriate behavioral options.

To illustrate, consider Damasio’s (1994) description of one of these lesion patients

named Elliot. Elliot was unable to make effective plans and decisions in his personal life,

and he failed to learn from his mistakes. He had these deficiencies despite his normal to

L. E. Jackson et al.20

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

A
lle

gh
en

y 
C

ol
le

ge
] 

at
 0

9:
29

 2
3 

M
ar

ch
 2

01
6 



superior performance (a) on a range of intelligence and personality tests, (b) on tests of his

ability to come up with alternative solutions to hypothetical social problems, and even

(c) on a Kohlberg measure of moral reasoning (Saver & Damasio, 1991). As Elliot himself

put it at the end of a session in which he had successfully generated a number of possible

ways to act in a given situation, “And after all this, I still wouldn’t know what to do!”

(Damasio, 1994, p. 49). Damasio concluded that “The cold-bloodedness of Elliot’s

reasoning prevented him from assigning different values to different options, and made his

decision-making landscape hopelessly flat” (1994, p. 51).

So, the question: If—without disengaging the relevant standards themselves—we could

disengage the affective warning signs produced by contemplation of moral standard

violation, would that be sufficient to increase violation?We sought to address this question

using an experimental design and non-clinical sample, rather than observation of

neurological patients.

Several classic studies suggested that a misattribution-of-emotion procedure might

allow an experimental test. Schachter and Latané (1964) found that the tranquilizer

chlorpromazine—which depresses the sympathetic nervous system and, hence, feelings of

tension and anxiety—led to increased cheating compared to the level of cheating among

participants who received a placebo. Dienstbier and Munter (1971; also see Dienstbier,

Hillman, Lehnhoff, Hillman, & Valkenaar, 1975) tested whether awareness of elevated

sympathetic arousal evoked by fear of getting caught inhibited cheating. Some participants

were induced to misattribute their feelings of tension and anxiety caused by fear of getting

caught to the side effects of a pill (actually a placebo) taken in the context of another study.

These participants cheated significantly more than participants who thought the pill had no

side effect. Presumably, participants in each side-effect condition experienced

sympathetic arousal when contemplating cheating. But for those who misattributed this

tension and anxiety to the pill, the moral alarm bells were muted.

The Present Research

Extending Dienstbier and Munter’s research, we used a placebo misattribution technique

to promote affect disengagement by research participants faced with a decision in which

their self-interest and their self-regulating moral standards were in conflict—and in which

there was no threat of social censure for getting caught. We also added measures to assess

(a) the effectiveness of our manipulation, (b) the role of affect misattribution as a

moderated-mediator of the effect of our manipulation on standard violation, and (c)

whether the manipulation disengaged relevant moral standards and self-censure. If the

manipulation disengaged relevant standards, this would support Bandura’s claim that

internalized moral standards must be disengaged in order to violate them. Finally, ours was

a situation in which the relevant moral standard was fairness rather than—as for Dienstbier

and Munter—honesty.

The situation, borrowed from Jackson (2012), was the one described in our opening

paragraph. Undergraduates were given a chance to decide how many raffle tickets—out of

10—they and another research participant (actually fictitious) would receive. The prize in

the raffle was a $100 gift card for Target, a store popular with our participants. The

research was said to be about decisions made in a group when members do not know or

interact with each other. One member of a two-person group was to be the Decider, who

would divide the tickets between the two. Ostensibly by chance, the actual participant was

always picked to be the Decider. This procedure created, in essence, a Dictator game,

except that (a) it was not presented as a game, and (b) the ticket allocation—done via

computer—was to be totally anonymous. Participants believed that the way they divided
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the tickets would not be known by either the experimenter or the other participant, which

allowed us to focus on disengagement of self-sanctions rather than social sanctions.

Jackson (2012) had found in two preliminary studies that this situation involved both a

clear standard for moral action and sufficient inducement for violation to occur.

Specifically, the preliminary studies revealed: (a) Undergraduates in our subject pool

thought the $100 gift card was desirable (M ¼ 6.4 on a 1 ¼ not at all to 7 ¼ extremely

scale). (b) Undergraduates told about the allocation situation, but not placed in it,

overwhelmingly thought that giving the other participant at least half of the 10 raffle

tickets was the most fair and moral thing to do (90% thought a 5-5 division was most fair,

and another 3% thought giving the other more than 5 tickets was; 88% thought 5-5 was

most moral, and another 10% thought giving the other more was). Clearly, to favor oneself

in this situation was almost universally considered unfair and a moral violation. Yet, (c) a

substantial percentage of those actually placed in the role of Decider gave themselves

more than 5 tickets (48%).

To provide a chance to misattribute any negative affect evoked by the contemplation of

standard violation—and thereby silence the alarm bells of impending self-censure—some

participants were led to believe that a vitamin capsule they had taken in the context of a

different study would, as a side effect, produce feelings of mild to moderate tension,

anxiety, and nervousness. The remaining participants were told the vitamin had no side

effects. Because there was no reason to think the information about the putative side effect

would disengage participants’ standards of fairness, increased self-favoring in the

misattribution condition would provide evidence that affect disengagement can produce

standard violation. To check whether fairness standards were disengaged, we took post-

decision measures of allocation fairness and self-censure (guilt and shame). If fairness

standards were intact we should find an allocation (self-favoring vs not) main effect on

these measures, but not a condition main effect or a Condition x Allocation interaction.

Those who favored themselves in each experimental condition should judge their

allocation as more unfair and report more self-censure than those who acted fairly.

Method

Participants

Ninety-two undergraduates (45 women, 47 men) at the University of Tennessee

participated for partial course credit. The research session ostensibly consisted of two

separate studies, each run by a different experimenter. To minimize cross-gender self-

presentational concerns, we matched the sex of the two experimenters and the fictitious

“other participant” to that of the participant. Of the 92 participants, we excluded four who

during debriefing expressed suspicion about the cover story (1 male in the no-

misattribution condition, and 2 females and 1 male in the misattribution condition).

We also excluded one female in the no-misattribution condition who failed to complete the

procedure. This left 44 participants (22 women, 22 men) in the no-misattribution condition

and 43 participants (20 women, 23 men) in the misattribution condition. Sample size was

determined by practical considerations. We included as many participants as we could

schedule before the semester ended.

Manipulation of Misattribution of Arousal

Participants were run individually. On arrival, each was escorted by the first experimenter

to a private research room and left alone to read one of two randomly assigned versions of

L. E. Jackson et al.22
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an introduction to the first study. The introduction explained that the study was designed to

test how a new variant of vitamin B-12 affected auditory acuity. Participants would

complete two auditory tests, one before and one after ingesting a vitamin B-12 pill.

Because it took approximately 25min to fully absorb the B-12, participants were to take

part in another study after taking the pill and before completing the second auditory test.

(The pill was actually a capsule filled with cornstarch, a chemically inert placebo.)

Both versions of the introduction said the new variant of B-12 was not at all harmful

and had no long-term effects. The introductions diverged, however, in the description of

short-term side effects. In the no-misattribution condition, the introduction said the new

variant had no such effects. In the misattribution condition, there was one side effect:

“It often produces a mild to moderate sensation of emotional arousal (specifically, feelings

of tension, anxiety, nervousness, etc.) starting about 5min after ingestion. This side effect

will disappear within 20min, when the capsule is fully absorbed.” Both introductions also

explained that the experimenter for the other study had agreed to monitor participants’

feelings at several points during the absorption period.

After participants read the introduction, the first experimenter returned, answered any

questions, and described the procedure for the brief computerized auditory test. He or she

then helped participants put on headphones, activated the computer, and left them alone to

complete the test. The test involved pressing a key on the keyboard when an initially

inaudible tone of increasing volume was first heard. It took less than 30 s.

Once the auditory test was complete, the first experimenter came back carrying one of

two versions of a Vitamin B-12 Consent Form, as well as a tray with the bogus vitamin B-12

pill and a cup ofwater. Each version of the B-12Consent Form began by having participants

attest by signature that they had no known allergies to substances found in vitamin

supplements, including cellulose, cornstarch, and gelatin—the ingredients of our bogus pill.

The versions diverged when restating the side effects of the new variant of vitamin B-12,

which the participants attested to understanding by signature. Further, the experimenter

asked those in the misattribution condition to describe in their own words the pill’s side

effect and its duration. He or she explained that, “The professor in charge of this studywants

to be certain that everyone fully understands the side effect associated with taking the

vitamin B-12 pill.” Each participant described the side effect correctly. Next, all

participants swallowed the bogus pill, after which the first experimenter took them to meet

the experimenter for the other study.

Ticket Allocation

The second experimenter escorted participants to a computer cubicle in another laboratory

and asked them to read an introduction while he or she retrieved and readied “the other

participant.” The introduction explained that the second study concerned reactions to

decisions made anonymously in two-person groups of unacquainted and non-interacting

persons. Two same-sex participants, who would never meet, would report their reactions

to a decision made by one of them that had consequences for both. The introduction

also reminded participants that their feelings would be assessed periodically for the vitamin

B-12 study.

Once participants finished reading the introduction, the second experimenter returned,

answered any questions, and explained that the computer would guide them through the

procedure of the Group Decision study. The computer would also randomly determine

which participant was to make the decision. The experimenter then activated the

computer, asked the participant to open the cubicle door when the computer signaled

completion of the procedure, and left the participant alone.

Affect Disengagement 23
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The first screen participants saw was titled, “Vitamin B-12 Feelings Assessment #1.”

On it, they were asked to indicate how much (1 ¼ not at all; 7 ¼ extremely) they were

currently feeling each of 5 emotions (relaxed, anxious, nervous, calm, tense) “as a result of

the side effect of taking the vitamin B-12 pill.” This initial feelings assessment served two

purposes. It reminded participants of the emotional effects they could expect from the pill.

And it familiarized them with the assessment procedure that would later be used to check

the effectiveness of the misattribution manipulation. After completing Assessment #1,

participants clicked a “continue” button to begin the Group Decision study.

Instructions on the next screen explained that the decision involved 10 tickets to be

entered into a raffle for a $100 Target gift card. Participants were told that, depending on

the number of tickets they received, the chance of winning a gift card was fairly high

because only study participants were eligible and several raffles would be held.

Instructions further explained that one of the two participants in the session would be

selected randomly to be the Decider. The Decider would determine how many of the 10

tickets each participant received. It was noted that use of the computer assured anonymity.

Only the Decider would know how the tickets were allocated—not the other participant,

not even the experimenter. (The other participant would learn several weeks later if he or

she won a gift card, but never know how many of the 10 tickets he or she had been given.)

When participants clicked to the next screen, they read, “You have been chosen to be

the Decider.” After participants learned they were to be the Decider, they proceeded to a

screen titled, “Vitamin B-12 Feelings Assessment #2.” This second feelings assessment

was identical to Assessment #1. It provided the information for both a check on the

effectiveness of the misattribution manipulation and a moderated-mediation analysis.

After participants completed Assessment #2, the computer presented an ordered display

of the eleven possible ticket allocations, anchored at the respective extremes by 10-tickets-

to-self and 0-tickets-to-other and 0-tickets-to-self and 10-tickets-to-other. Participants

were instructed to indicate their ticket-allocation decision.

On the next screen they were asked, “How fair was the way you divided the 10 raffle

tickets between yourself and the other participant?” (1 ¼ extremely unfair; 7 ¼ extremely

fair). And on a subsequent screen, “How moral was the way you divided the 10

raffle tickets between yourself and the other participant?” (1 ¼ extremely immoral;

7 ¼ extremely moral). These questions were included to learn whether the misattribution

manipulation affected the relevance of personal standards of fairness/morality. If, as

previously explained, those who self-favored in the misattribution condition perceived that

division to be more fair than did those who self-favored in the no-misattribution condition,

that would raise the possibility that the standard itself—not simply the anticipatory

affect—had been disengaged. If, on the other hand, participants who self-favored in each

condition rated the fairness of their decision low relative to those who other-favored or

divided equally (i.e., those who did not violate the fairness standard), that would indicate

that the standard had not been disengaged in either condition.

Participants then answered a series of questions about their experience as the Decider,

including the extent to which they now felt guilty and ashamed (1 ¼ not at all;

7 ¼ extremely). These questions were included to assess self-censure. If relevant

standards had not been disengaged, participants who self-favored should self-censure (i.e.,

report feeling relatively guilty and ashamed) after acting unfairly, even if misattribution of

the affective alarm bells allowed this standard violation to occur.

After answering these questions, the computer indicated that the procedure was

complete. Participants then opened the cubicle door. At this signal, the second

experimenter returned and ended the session by talking with them about their reactions to

the ticket-allocation experience, then probing for suspicion. This conversation led to a full

L. E. Jackson et al.24
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debriefing in which the true purpose of the research was revealed and all deceptions were

explained. Participants were given an opportunity to ask questions before being given

credit, thanked, and dismissed. There was no second auditory acuity test. But as promised,

raffles were held at two points during the semester (without prior announcement of dates),

and winners were each awarded a $100 Target gift card.

Results

Results were not reliably different for men and women, so all reported analyses are

collapsed across sex.

Effectiveness of the Misattribution Manipulation

We expected that the opportunity to self-favor in violation of their standards of fairness

would evoke tension and anxiety in at least some participants. We also expected that—

if our misattribution manipulation was effective—at least some participants in the

misattribution condition would attribute some of this tension and anxiety to the side effect

of the B-12 pill. Accordingly, we averaged participants’ Feelings Assessment #2 ratings of

how anxious, nervous, and tense they felt “as a result of taking the Vitamin B-12 pill” to

form a pill-arousal index (Cronbach’s alpha ¼ .89). Participants in the misattribution

condition reported feeling significantly more arousal due to the pill (M ¼ 2.66,

SD ¼ 1.31) than did participants in the no-misattribution condition (M ¼ 1.85,

SD ¼ 1.11), t (85) ¼ 3.12, p , .003, indicating that the misattribution manipulation had

the intended effect. We should add that on Feelings Assessment #1 (before participants

knew that they would be the Decider), participants in the misattribution condition

reported non-significantly more arousal, M ¼ 2.46, SD ¼ 1.34, than participants in the

no-misattribution condition,M ¼ 1.93, SD ¼ 1.13; Cronbach’s alpha ¼ .86, t(85) ¼ 1.98,

p , .10. Whether this non-significant trend at Time 1 was due to expectations,

experimental demand, or chance we cannot say. It did, however, suggest that participants

in the misattribution condition were somewhat primed to feel aroused by the pill. But it did

not account for the Time 2 effect. An ANCOVA that controlled the Time 1 assessment

indicated that participants in the misattribution condition still reported significantly more

arousal at Time 2 (Madjusted ¼ 2.45) than did participants in the no-misattribution

condition (Madjusted ¼ 2.05), F(1, 84) ¼ 6.16, p , .02. This indicates that there was

additional between-condition variability in arousal at Time 2 beyond that at Time 1.

Ticket Allocation

Given that preliminary-study participants who learned about the ticket-allocation

dilemma, but were not placed in it seemed to make a categorical judgment regarding the

fair and right thing to do—with an equal or other-favoring division being judged fair and

moral, a self-favoring division not—we classified ticket allocation responses categorically

for analysis as either self-favoring or not. This categorization seemed to best reflect the

underlying psychology. However, we also report mean responses in each experimental

condition below. Figure 1 provides the complete array of allocations in each condition.

Did attributing negative feelings (anxiety, nervousness, tension) to the pill—feelings

that might serve as warning bells of impending self-censure for acting unfairly—increase

self-favoring ticket allocations? It appears so. In the misattribution condition, 63% of

participants (27 of 43) gave more than 5 tickets to themselves; in the no-misattribution

Affect Disengagement 25
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FIGURE 1 Allocation frequency by misattribution condition.

TABLE 1 Frequency of type of Allocation and Ratings of Negative Feelings due to the Pill,
Fairness/Morality, and Guilt by Condition

Allocation Behavior

Condition Other Favoring Equal Self Favoring

Percentage (frequency) of Participants with each Behavior
No Misattribution 9% (n ¼ 4) 50% (n ¼ 22) 41% (n ¼ 18)
Misattribution 2% (n ¼ 1) 35% (n ¼ 15) 63% (n ¼ 27)

Mean (SD) Negative Feelings Due to the Pill
No Misattribution 2.00 (1.41) 1.95 (1.12) 1.69 (1.07)
Misattribution 1.00 (– –-) 2.00 (1.11) 3.09 (1.24)

Mean (SD) Fair/Moral Rating of Allocation
No Misattribution 5.75 (1.19) 6.80 (0.43) 2.89 (1.84)
Misattribution 4.50 (– –-) 6.60 (0.74) 2.52 (1.64)

Mean (SD) Self-Censure as a Function of Allocation
No Misattribution 1.13 (0.25) 1.16 (0.45) 2.42 (1.45)
Misattribution 1.00 (– –-) 1.13 (0.35) 3.22 (1.81)

Note: Ratings (negative feelings due to the pill, fair/moral, and self-censure) were on 1–7 scales with
higher numbers indicating higher level of rated construct.

L. E. Jackson et al.26
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condition, 41% (18 of 44) self-favored, binomial logit x 2 (1; N ¼ 87) ¼ 4.10, p , .05.

The first panel of Table 1 presents allocation behavior by experimental condition.

As can be seen in Figure 1, not only was the distribution of allocations not normal

(being platykurtic and bimodal or trimodal), there was a clear outlier in the misattribution

condition. In debriefing, this male participant reported that he first thought of dividing the

tickets 5-5, but as he never went to Target and did not have a car, he decided to “pay it

forward” and give them all to the other participant. Exclusion of this outlier strengthened

the pattern of significant results, but to guard against any possible selection bias, we have

retained him in all reported analyses. As would be expected, this outlier had more effect on

parametric analysis of the mean difference between conditions. Including the outlier,

participants in the misattribution condition gave themselves non-significantly more tickets

(M ¼ 7.0, SD ¼ 2.36) than participants in the no-misattribution condition (M ¼ 6.09,

SD ¼ 2.39), t(85) ¼ 1.79, p , .10. Excluding the outlier, this difference was significant,

t(84) ¼ 2.21, p , .04.

If misattribution of tenseness and anxiety evoked by contemplating standard violation

made it easier to self-favor, the amount of these feelings attributed to the pill should be

associated with subsequent self-favoritism in the misattribution condition. Consistent with

this expectation are the results of a 2 (condition: misattribution vs. no-misattribution) x 2

(allocation: self-favoring vs. not) ANOVA on the pill-arousal index (see the second panel

of Table 1). A significant interaction, F(1, 83) ¼ 7.89, p , .01, revealed that in the

misattribution condition, those who self-favored reported feeling more negatively as

a result of taking the B-12 pill (M ¼ 3.09) than did those not self-favoring (M ¼ 1.94),

F(1, 83) ¼ 9.97, p , .005; whereas in the no-misattribution condition, there was no

reliable difference between those who self-favored and those who did not (Ms ¼ 1.69 and

1.96, respectively), F(1, 83) ¼ 0.61, p . .40.

To provide an explicit test of the predicted causal sequence—that increased self-

favoring in the misattribution condition should be mediated by reports of increased

arousal due to the pill, whereas self-favoring in the no-misattribution condition should

not be so mediated—we used a moderated-mediation analysis. For this analysis, we

bootstrapped (with 10,000 resamples) 95% percentile-based confidence intervals for

the conditional indirect effect using PROCESS v.13 (Hayes, 2013). Consistent with

moderated mediation, (a) the manipulation affected scores on the pill-arousal index

(B ¼ 20.81, t(85) ¼ 23.12, p , .003. Further, (b) the manipulation interacted with

scores on the pill-arousal index to predict self-favoritism, x2(N ¼ 87) ¼ 6.21, p , .02,

such that a self-favoring ticket allocation and attributing negative feelings to the pill

were positively related in the misattribution condition, B ¼ 0.8715, x2(N ¼ 87) ¼ 6.79,

p , .01, but not in the no-misattribution condition, B ¼ 20.24, x2(N ¼ 87) ¼ 0.66,

p . .40. Finally, (c) the conditional indirect effect of the manipulation on a self-

favoring allocation via attributions of negative feelings to the pill was significant

for the misattribution condition (95% percentile-based CI: 21.9366 to 20.1726),

but not the no-misattribution condition (95% percentile-based CI: 21.1779 to

þ0.2676).

Fairness/Morality of Allocation, and Subsequent Self-Censure

Could it be that the effect of the misattribution manipulation on allocations occurred

because the manipulation disengaged the relevant self-regulatory standards themselves?

To find out, participants’ ratings of the fairness and morality of their allocation—which

were highly correlated, r(85) ¼ .91, p , .001—were averaged to provide a fair/moral

index (see the third panel of Table 1). A 2 (condition: misattribution vs. no-misattribution)
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x 2 (allocation: self-favoring vs. not) ANOVA on this index revealed only an allocation

main effect: Participants who self-favored rated their allocation as less fair/moral

(M ¼ 2.66, SD ¼ 1.71) than did participants who did not self-favor (M ¼ 6.57,

SD ¼ 0.76), F(1, 83) ¼ 168.16, p , .001.

Neither the condition main effect nor the interaction approached significance, both

Fs , 1.0. Importantly, those who self-favored in the misattribution condition rated their

allocation as no more fair/moral than those who self-favored in the no-misattribution

condition (Ms ¼ 2.52 vs. 2.89), F(1, 83) ¼ 0.81, p . .35. (An ANOVA that allowed for

heterogeneity of variance produced the same conclusions.)

Nor did it seem that standard violation induced by misattribution of affective warnings

freed participants who self-favored from experiencing censure once the violation

occurred (see the last panel of Table 1). A 2 (condition: misattribution vs. no-

misattribution) x 2 (allocation: self-favoring vs. not) ANOVA on a self-censure index

(created by averaging reported guilt and shame, r(85) ¼ .80, p , .001) revealed only an

allocation main effect: Participants who self-favored reported feeling more self-censure

afterward (M ¼ 2.90, SD ¼ 1.70) than did participants who did not self-favor (M ¼ 1.14,

SD ¼ 0.39), F(1, 83) ¼ 38.14, p , .001. Neither the condition main effect,

F(1, 83) ¼ 2.04, p . .15, nor the interaction, F(1, 83) ¼ 2.35, p . .13, were significant.

If anything, participants who self-favored in the misattribution condition experienced

non-significantly more self-censure (M ¼ 3.22) than did participants who did so in the

no-misattribution condition (M ¼ 2.41), F(1, 83) ¼ 4.58, p , .04. (Using an ANOVA

that allowed for heterogeneity of variance, the difference was not significant,

F(1, 41.5) ¼ 2.73, p , .11.) Hence, the data suggest that the misattribution manipulation

did not disengage the self-regulatory standards. Participants in this condition judged self-

favoring much as did participants in the no-misattribution condition, and, if anything,

they reported more self-censure.

Finally, as expected, ratings of how fair/moral one’s allocation was were negatively

correlated with reported self-censure, overall r(85) ¼ 2 .59, p , .001. And, also as

expected, this relationship was strong in both the no-misattribution condition,

r(42) ¼ 2 .49, p , .002, and misattribution condition, r(41) ¼ 2 .63, p , .001. Perceived

standard violation was associated with self-censure in both conditions, providing further

evidence that the relevant self-regulatory standards had not been disengaged.

Discussion

Overall, the results of our experiment are consistent with the idea that, at least in this

situation, affect disengagement is sufficient to increase moral standard violation.

Disengagement of the standard itself—the form of disengagement that is the focus of

Bandura (1991, 1999) theory of moral disengagement—is not required.

We found that undergraduate research participants who were given a chance to

misattribute feelings of tension and anxiety evoked by contemplating violation of their

standards of fairness were more likely to act unfairly than were participants not given a

chance to misattribute. Further, the increased self-favoring in the misattribution condition

was associated with participants’ ratings of the degree to which they were feeling anxiety

and tension as a result of taking the vitamin capsule. And a moderated-mediation analysis

indicated that misattribution of the affective alarm bells enabled standard violation in the

misattribution condition, but not in the no-misattribution condition. That the purported

side effect of the vitamin did not affect the tendency for those who self-favored (in each

condition) to describe their ticket allocation as less fair/moral and to report greater self-

censure indicates that their standards of fairness remained intact. These findings suggest
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that disengaging the affective alarm bells led to moral standard violation without

disengaging the standard itself.

Relating Our Findings to Those of Dienstbier and Munter

The Dienstbier and Munter (1971) experiment, which assessed the effect of misattribution

of emotion on cheating, was not explicitly designed to test the idea of affect

disengagement, and their focus was not on self-censure but social censure (fear of getting

caught). Still, they found much the same effect of misattribution of affective alarm bells on

standard violation as did we, suggesting that affect disengagement is not limited to fairness

standards or self-censure (although our research raises the possibility that their results may

have been due to self-censure rather than—or in addition to—social censure). To insure

that self-censure not social censure was at issue in our experiment, we made it clear to

participants that no one else would know how the tickets would be allocated, eliminating

concern about social censure. Going beyond what Dienstbier and Munter (1971) did, we

also included measures to assess the underlying psychological process. We used these

measures to check that our experimental manipulation led at least some participants in the

misattribution condition to perceive the placebo pill they had taken to produce feelings of

tension and anxiety and we found this was indeed the case. These measures also allowed

us to conduct a moderated-mediation analysis, which provided support for the assumed

underlying process. We also had participants judge the morality of their action

immediately afterward, as well as report self-censure (feelings of guilt and shame). These

measures indicated that the misattribution manipulation disengaged participants’ affective

alarm bells associated with the prospect of standard violation, but not their self-regulatory

standards.

Affect Disengagement outside the Lab

Considering the broader implications of our results, one might ask whether affect

disengagement is only a laboratory hothouse phenomenon that does not occur elsewhere.

The research by Damasio (1994) and his colleagues suggest it also occurs outside the lab—

at least for patients with ventromedial prefrontal lesions. But that is a highly atypical and

select population. Clearly, the issue needs more extensive examination. For now, all we

can offer are some observations that highlight the plausibility of affect disengagement in

non-clinical populations outside the lab.

First, there is research in domains other than morality that demonstrates the potential to

misattribute affect produced by naturally occurring environmental conditions to the

assessment of persons, entities, or events. For example, Dutton and Aron (1974) found that

men could misattribute their arousal caused by being on a high, scary footbridge to their

attraction toward a woman who interviewed them there. Schwarz and Clore (1983) found

that participants could misattribute weather-induced depressed feelings when making

judgments about their life satisfaction. Turning to the moral domain, there are several

studies—some done in the lab and some in the field—that demonstrate the effect of affect-

inducing (specifically, disgusting) sights, smells, and tastes on the severity of moral

judgments about other people’s morally questionable behavior (Cameron, Payne, & Doris,

2013; Eskine, Kacinik, & Prinz, 2011; Schnall, Haidt, Clore, & Jordan, 2008).

In each of these lines of research, the misattribution is of affect produced by a feature of

the environment to some other target—the woman, one’s life satisfaction, another person’s

questionable behavior. Our evidence for affect disengagement raises the question of

whether naturally occurring environmental conditions might permit misattribution in the
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opposite direction. That is, can the emotional alarm bells produced by judgment about the

morality of one’s own (rather than another person’s) behavior be misattributed to some

aspect of the environment? This is the effect that both we and Dienstbier and Munter

(1971) observed in the lab. We know of no field research that tests misattribution in that

direction.

In addition to the possibility that we might misattribute self-regulatory moral affect to

some feature of the environment, there is also the possibility that this affect might be

chemically suppressed. Schachter and Latané (1964) found suppression in their

experiment on the effects of chlorpromazine on cheating. But again, we know of no

field research that tests this second possibility. There is, however, considerable anecdotal

evidence to support it. The most relevant evidence—and the most disturbing—comes from

accounts of the behavior of participants in the Final Solution in Nazi Europe. Alcohol was

used heavily by those shooting Jews (Browning, 1998) and selecting who would be gassed

(Lifton, 1986). Presumably, drink served to dull the senses, including sensitivity to moral

alarm bells.

Conclusion

To the degree that affect disengagement operates outside the lab, it provides another threat

to the ability of our self-regulatory standards to get us to toe the moral line. If we can fail to

hear—or can misinterpret—the affective alarms that contemplation of standard violation

evokes, we may not need to deactivate our standards in order to violate them. What Gandhi

called “that still, small voice within”—the voice of our internalized self-regulatory moral

standards—may still cry out, but in vain.
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