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People generally consider it more important to reach moral standards than 
other types of standards (e.g., competence). in this article it is argued that 
pursuit of goals that have implications for one’s morality (vs. competence) 
therefore leads to increased engagement of the central executive. A first 
study demonstrates that individuals perform better on an executive control 
task when informed that it has implications for their morality (vs. compe-
tence). Consistent with previous research on executive control exertion, a 
second study demonstrates that executive control is impaired after working 
on a task that supposedly has implications for one’s morality (vs. com-
petence), which in turn reduces perspective taking. it is concluded that 
pursuit of a moral goal can ironically lead to subsequent moral failures as 
a result of impaired executive control.
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failures to reach moral standards are perceived as more diagnostic of individual 
dispositions than are failures to reach other standards (e.g., competence; Skowron-
ski & carlston, 1987). furthermore, moral traits generally have a greater impact on 
overall impression formation and subsequent behavior than non-moral traits (pa-
gliaro, Brambilla, Sacchi, d’angelo, & ellemers, 2013; for an overview, see Bram-
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billa & leach, 2014). it is therefore not surprising that individuals attach particular 
importance to the pursuit of morally prescribed goals, as compared to goals that 
are justified based on other types of norms (ellemers, pagliaro, Barreto, & leach, 
2008; leach, ellemers, & Barreto, 2007). for instance, participants who performed 
an implicit association task (iat) displayed less implicit bias, and showed evi-
dence of increased stimulus attention and response monitoring on eeg measures 
when the moral implications of this task had been emphasized (van nunspeet, 
ellemers, derks, & nieuwenhuis, 2014). 

in this article we propose that one of the consequences of framing a goal in mor-
al terms is that it increases engagement of the central executive. Such a response 
during pursuit of particularly important goals would be adaptive, because a high 
executive control capacity enables persistence even in the face of obstacles to goal 
attainment. furthermore, there is some evidence from the self-regulation literature 
that engagement of the central executive increases in situations in which reaching 
a certain standard is perceived as a motivational necessity (Ståhl, van laar, & el-
lemers, 2012; cf. Koch, holland, & van Knippenberg, 2008; Koch, holland, hengs-
tler, & van Knippenberg, 2009). 

We are by no means the first to suggest that the central executive is involved in 
moral behavior. executive control is involved in the inhibition of various behav-
iors that are generally considered as immoral, such as selfish acts (achtziger, alós-
ferrer, & Wagner, 2015), cheating for financial gain (gino, Schweitzer, Mead, & 
ariely, 2011; Mead, Baumeister, gino, Schweitzer, & ariely, 2009), and aggressive 
responses to provocation (deWall, Baumeister, Stillman, & galliot, 2007; Stucke & 
Baumeister, 2006; vohs, glass, Maddox, & Markman, 2011). furthermore, many 
behaviors that are considered as moral also require perspective taking. notably, 
numerous studies, from all major areas of psychology have demonstrated that ex-
ecutive control is required in order to actively take the perspective of another per-
son (e.g., apperly, Samson, & humphreys, 2009; Brown-Schmidt, 2009; carlson, 
Mandell, & Williams, 2004; carlson, Moses, & Breton, 2002; carlson, Moses, & 
claxton, 2004; epley, Keysar, van Boven, & gilovich, 2004; fennis, 2011; hughes & 
ensor, 2007; nilsen & graham, 2009; pellicano, 2007; Wardlow, 2013). these stud-
ies all have in common that they connect engagement of the central executive to 
demanding psychological processes (i.e., inhibition, perspective taking), that in 
turn are required for many behaviors that are generally considered as morally 
commendable. By contrast, we propose in the present article that, because reach-
ing moral standards is such a high priority, the central executive should be re-
cruited whenever one’s moral reputation is contingent on one’s performance on 
a task. thus, independent of the cognitive demands of the task itself, the mere 
realization that performing well (vs. poorly) on the task has moral implications 
should increase involvement of the central executive. 

the present research examines two predictions derived from this line of rea-
soning. in Study 1 we investigate whether executive control is facilitated during 
the pursuit of a moral goal as compared to a non-moral goal, while keeping the 
actual task demands constant across conditions. in Study 2 we examine the down-
stream consequences of this phenomenon. in particular, we examine whether the 
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increased involvement of the central executive during moral goal pursuit may 
have ironic consequences for subsequent behavior. numerous studies have dem-
onstrated that reliance on the central executive leads to impaired executive control 
on subsequent tasks (e.g., hagger, Wood, Stiff, & chatzisarantis, 2010; inzlicht & 
Schmeichel, 2012; Muraven & Baumeister, 2000). Based on this earlier work, we 
therefore investigate whether the pursuit of an initial moral (vs. non-moral) goal 
leads to subsequent impairments in executive control. furthermore, we also inves-
tigate the downstream consequences of this process for perspective taking. Specifi-
cally, because actively taking the perspective of someone else relies on the central 
executive, we expected pursuit of an initial moral (vs. non-moral) goal to impair 
subsequent perspective taking. finally, we expected this effect to be mediated by 
impairments in executive control. 

stUdy 1

the first study examined whether framing a task as having implications for one’s 
morality (vs. competence) led to increased engagement of the central executive. in 
order to investigate this possibility, a task that assesses domain general executive 
control (a Stroop task) was framed either in terms of its moral or non-moral impli-
cations. to the extent that framing a task as relevant for one’s morality increases 
engagement of the central executive, performance on the executive control task 
should be improved in this condition as compared to when the task was framed as 
having implications for one’s competence. 

We examine two different indicators of executive function based on perfor-
mance on the Stroop task (Stroop, 1935). first, we examine differences in average 
response time (rt) on incongruent (vs. neutral) Stroop trials. average rts on the 
Stroop task have frequently been used as an indicator of general executive con-
trol efficiency (e.g., inzlicht, McKay, & aronson, 2006; Johns, inzlicht, & Schmader, 
2008; richeson et al., 2003; richeson & Shelton, 2003). Second, we also examine in-
tra-individual variability in response time on incongruent (vs. neutral) Stroop tri-
als. intra-individual rt variability on executive control tasks has frequently been 
used in clinical psychology as an indicator of consistency in executive control (e.g., 
fjell, Westlye, amlien, & Walhovd, 2011; Jensen, 1992; Johnson, Kelly, Bellgrove, et 
al., 2007; Simmonds, fotedar, Suskauer, pekar, denckla, & Mostofsky, 2007). incon-
sistency in executive control (i.e., high rt variability) has been linked to a broad 
range of clinical conditions, including frontal lobe injury (Stuss, Murphy, Binns, 
& alexander, 2003), posttraumatic stress (Swick, honzel, larsen, & ashley, 2013), 
adhd (tamm, narad, antonini, o’Brien, hawk, & epstein, 2012), and sleep de-
privation (chuah, venkatraman, dinges, & chee, 2006). 

importantly, observations of meaningful differences in the consistency of ex-
ecutive control are not confined to clinical populations, but have been found in 
healthy subjects as well (e.g., Bellgrove, hester, & garavan, 2004; Manly, davi-
son, heutink, galloway, & robertson, 2000; Shammi, Bosman, & Stuss, 1998; West, 
Murphy, armilio, craik, & Stuss, 2002). of particular relevance for the present 
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purposes, there is evidence that rt variability on executive control tasks is par-
ticularly sensitive to cognitive fatigue. for example, rt variability on the Stroop 
task has been shown to increase over time, even when no change in average rt 
over time was observed (rauch & Schmitt, 2009). Similar effects of cognitive fa-
tigue on rt variability have been found on other executive control tasks as well 
(Boksem, Meijman, & lorist, 2006). thus, there is strong evidence that average 
rt and rt variability on executive control tasks are valid indicators of general 
executive control performance, and consistency in executive control performance, 
respectively. in the present study we therefore assess whether—compared to com-
petence instructions—moral task instructions induce increased engagement of the 
central executive, by examining whether we observe reduced average rts, as well 
as reduced rt variability on the Stroop task. 

MeTHoD

Participants and Design. Seventy-eight students (62 women, 16 men, Mage = 20, 
SDage = 2.14) at leiden university were randomly assigned to either the morality 
condition or to the competence condition. the study lasted approximately 20 min-
utes and participants received €2 for their time in the laboratory. 

Procedure. upon arrival in the lab, each participant was seated in a separate cubi-
cle equipped with a computer used to present all the information about the study 
as well as to collect the data. participants in the morality condition were informed 
that the purpose of this study was to examine the tendency to engage in moral 
versus immoral behavior. in particular, it was stated, they were to perform a task 
on which performance has been found to be a good predictor of moral behavior 
in different situations. By contrast, participants in the competence condition were 
informed that the purpose of the study was to examine the ability to quickly and 
accurately process complex information. in particular, it was stated, they were to 
perform a task on which performance has been found to be a good predictor of 
their ability to process complex information in different situations. these same 
instructions were used in prior research to present an implicit association task 
(iat) as either indicating participants’ morality or their competence (van nun-
speet, derks, ellemers, & nieuwenhuis, 2015; van nunspeet et al., 2014). this 
prior research confirmed that participants reported equal levels of task engage-
ment, and considered the task as an equally valid diagnostic tool across condi-
tions. however they indicated being more concerned about the (social) implications 
of their task performance after moral compared to competence instructions. after 
receiving these task instructions, all participants carried out the same Stroop task 
to assess their current executive control capacity. the Stroop task consisted of 60 
trials, of which 20 trials were congruent (red in red ink or blue in blue ink), 20 trials 
were neutral (XXXX in red or blue ink), and 20 trials were incongruent (red in blue 
ink or blue in red ink). the order of the trials was randomized. participants were 
instructed to ignore the semantic meaning of each stimulus and indicate the color 
in which it was presented. it was further stated that accuracy and speed were of 
equal importance.

upon completion of the Stroop task we checked comprehension of the manip-
ulation with two items. Specifically, we asked participants to what extent they 



ironiC effeCts of Moral Motivation 137

agreed that the task measured their morality versus their ability to process com-
plex information (1 = not at all, 7 = very much). finally, participants were fully de-
briefed, thanked, and paid for their participation. 

ReSulTS AnD DiSCuSSion

Manipulation Checks. participants in the morality condition agreed more with the 
statement that the Stroop task assessed their morality (M = 4.38, SD = 2.16) than 
participants in the competence condition (M = 2.13, SD = 1.59), F(1, 76) = 27.58, p 
< .001, h2

p = .27. participants in the competence condition agreed more with the 
statement that the Stroop task measured their ability to process complex informa-
tion (M = 5.00, SD = 1.73) than participants in the morality condition (M = 3.95, SD 
= 1.95), F(1, 76) = 6.35, p = .01, h2

p = .08. thus, the manipulation was perceived as 
intended. 

Executive Control. differences in executive control were examined in two dif-
ferent ways. first we assessed general executive control performance based on 
average response time (rt) on incongruent (vs. neutral) trials (the classic Stroop 
effect). a larger Stroop effect indicates lower overall executive control. Second, 
consistency of cognitive control was assessed by comparing differences in intra-
individual rt variability on incongruent (vs. neutral) Stroop trials. the more rt 
variability observed (i.e., the higher the SD) on incongruent (vs. neutral) trials, the 
more the individual’s executive control capacity was fluctuating throughout the 
Stroop task, indicating inconsistent executive control performance (e.g., Boksem et 
al., 2006; rauch & Schmitt, 2009). to correct for the typical positive skew associat-
ed with response times, all analyses were performed on log-transformed response 
times. however, we report results in milliseconds for ease of interpretation. one 
outlier more than 3 SD away from the mean was removed.

a mixed 2 (task frame: morality/competence) × 2 (trial type: incongruent/neu-
tral) anova on average rt yielded a main effect of trial type, F(1, 75) = 21.10, p 
< .001, h2

p = .22. consistent with the classic Stroop effect, responses were slower 
on incongruent trials (M = 462, SD = 90) than on neutral trials (M = 438, SD = 64). 
however, this effect was qualified by a marginally significant interaction, F(1, 75) 
= 2.82, p < .10, h2

p = .04. consistent with our hypothesis, the Stroop effect was more 
than double in size in the competence condition, F(1, 37) = 16.26, p = .001, h2

p = .31; 
as compared to the morality condition, F(1, 38) = 5.31, p = .03, h2

p = .12. this pattern 
of results (see figure 1) suggests that executive control was (marginally) enhanced 
while working on a task with implications for one’s morality (vs. competence).

to assess the effects of a moral (vs. competence) goal on consistency in executive 
control performance, we then examined differences in intra-individual rt vari-
ability on incongruent versus neutral Stroop trials. a mixed 2 (task frame) by 2 
(trial type) anova yielded a significant effect of trial type, F(1, 75) = 30.71, p < 
.001, h2

p = .29; qualified by the predicted interaction, F(1, 75) = 5.00, p = .03, h2
p = 

.06. this interaction is depicted in figure 2. follow up analyses revealed the pat-
tern we anticipated: there was considerably more variability in response times on 
incongruent trials than on neutral trials in the competence condition, F(1, 37) = 
31.46, p < .001, h2

p = .46. this effect was considerably smaller in the morality condi-
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tion, F(1, 38) = 5.28, p = .03, h2
p = .12, indicating that executive control remained 

more stable throughout the Stroop task in the morality condition than in the com-
petence condition.

to summarize, consistency in executive control was enhanced when the task 
was framed as relevant for one’s morality (vs. competence). that is, under moral 
task instructions, increased control during the Stroop task was evident from the 
reduced variability in intra-individual response times. a similar pattern emerged, 
but was only marginally signifi cant, when considering mean differences in re-
sponse time. these fi ndings provide support for our prediction that a moral goal 
leads to increased engagement of the central executive. in the second study we 
turn to the consequences of having worked on a task on which performance has 
moral implications for subsequent executive control and ability to take the per-
spective of others—which is relevant to moral behavior in social interactions.

stUdy 2

there is broad agreement in the literature that engaging in a task that requires 
executive control (time 1) leads to poorer performance on a subsequent executive 
control task (time 2). the explanation of this phenomenon, however, is debated. 
according to limited resource models (e.g., Muraven & Baumeister, 2000), this 
phenomenon occurs because executive control exertion relies on a limited cogni-
tive resource that quickly gets depleted. By contrast, other researchers have pro-
posed that the drop in executive control observed at time 2 is due to a shift in mo-
tivation away from pursuit of demanding and aversive “have-to” goals, toward 
pursuit of more gratifying “want-to” goals (inzlicht & Schmeichel, 2012; inzlicht, 
Schmeichel, & Macrae, 2014). regardless of whether the so-called “depletion ef-
fect” is motivational in nature, or due to limitations in executive control capacity, 
researchers are in agreement about the basic effect: engaging the central executive 

figUre 1. Average response time on the Stroop task as a function of trial type and whether the 
Stroop task was framed as relevant for morality or competence (Study 1).
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in one task leads to impaired executive control on a subsequent task. We therefore 
hypothesized that working on a morally framed task should engage the central 
executive, and thereby lead to subsequent impairments in executive control. to 
test this hypothesis, the perceived implications (moral vs. competence) of an initial 
memory task were manipulated. upon completion of this initial task, subsequent 
executive control performance was measured with a Stroop task. to the extent that 
working on the morally relevant memory task increased engagement of the central 
executive, subsequent Stroop performance should be impaired in this condition 
as compared to when the initial task was framed as having implications for one’s 
competence. 

another purpose of the second study was to demonstrate that this effect under-
mines people’s inclination to engage in subsequent perspective taking. We opted 
to focus on perspective taking for two reasons. first, as mentioned earlier in this 
article, there is converging evidence across various fi elds in psychology and neu-
roscience that avoiding egocentrism, and actively taking the perspective of others 
relies on executive control (e.g., apperly et al., 2009; Brown-Schmidt, 2009; carlson 
et al., 2002; epley et al., 2004; hughes & ensor, 2007). perspective taking should 
therefore be sensitive to variations in motivation and capacity to exert executive 
control. Second, perspective taking is closely associated with empathic concern in 
response to the suffering of others (davis, 1983; lamm, Batson, & decety, 2007). 
indeed, perspective taking as well as empathic concern predicts various proso-
cial behaviors (Batson et al., 2003; eisenberg & Miller, 1987; underwood & Moore, 
1982). for instance, perspective taking has been found to counteract explicit as 
well as implicit racial bias (e.g., Batson et al., 1997; dovidio et al., 2004; todd, 
Bodenhausen, richeson, & galinsky, 2011). thus, to the extent that engaging in an 
initial morally framed task impairs subsequent perspective taking, it should have 
implications for a broad range of behaviors in the moral domain. our prediction 
was that working on an initial moral (vs. competence) task (time 1) should impair 

figUre 2. variation (SD) in response time on the Stroop task as a function of trial type and 
whether the Stroop task was framed as relevant for morality or competence (Study 1).
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executive control on a second task (time 2), which in turn should have negative 
consequences for subsequent perspective taking. thus, we expected the drop in 
executive control caused by working on an initial moral task to mediate the nega-
tive effect on subsequent perspective taking. 

MeTHoD

Participants and Design. forty-seven students at leiden university (33 women, 14 
men, Mage = 23, SDage = 3.86) were randomly assigned either to the morality condi-
tion or to the competence condition. the study lasted approximately 20 minutes 
and participants received €2 for their time in the laboratory. 

Procedure. the cover story was the same as in Study 1. this time, however, we 
framed a recall test (Kinderman, dunbar, & Bentall, 1998) as having implications 
for one’s morality (vs. competence). Because this test is relatively simple, we did 
not anticipate any effects of the framing manipulation on actual test performance. 
however, because framing the recall test as relevant for morality should increase 
demanding processes that rely on executive control, such as conflict monitoring 
(van nunspeet et al., 2014; cf. inzlicht & gutsell, 2007) we still expected the moral 
(vs. competence) recall test to have negative consequences for executive control 
as measured after the recall test. indeed, prior research (van nunspeet et al., 2014) 
has revealed that providing participants with moral task instructions may enhance 
cognitive responses (as indicated in eeg measures), even if this is not visible in 
overt behavior. 

upon completion of the memory test, participants were asked to participate in 
two further tests that were introduced as unrelated pilot tests for different stud-
ies. the purpose of the first test in this series allegedly was to try out a newly 
programmed computerized version of a psychological test. in reality, this pilot 
test was an identical Stroop task as the one used in Study 1. after completing 
the Stroop task participants were asked to participate in the pilot testing of some 
reading materials that had recently been translated into dutch. in reality this third 
assignment was a message interpretation task developed to measure perspective 
taking (Sassenrath, Sassenberg, & Scholl, 2014; cf. epley et al., 2004; Keysar, 1994). 
for this task, participants read four different stories describing an interaction be-
tween a protagonist and one or several other individuals. the stories provided 
the reader with privileged information about the true communication intentions 
of the protagonist, making it clear that he was not being serious. this informa-
tion, however, was clearly not available to the protagonist’s interaction partners. 
participants were then asked to indicate whether the interaction partners would 
realize that the protagonist was not being serious (1 = not at all, 7 = completely). 
understanding that the interaction partners would not realize the protagonist’s 
true intentions requires perspective taking. thus, lower scores on these items in-
dicate higher levels of perspective taking. responses were recoded and averaged 
to create a reliable perspective-taking scale on which higher scores indicated more 
perspective taking (α = .62). after the perspective-taking task, comprehension of 
the morality (vs. competence) manipulation was checked with the same two items 
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as in Study 1. finally, participants were fully debriefed, thanked, and paid for their 
participation. 

ReSulTS AnD DiSCuSSion

Manipulation Checks. participants in the morality condition agreed more with the 
statement that the memory test assessed their morality (M = 4.22, SD = 2.24) than 
participants in the competence condition (M = 2.33, SD = 1.66), F(1, 45) = 10.83, p 
= .002, h2

p = .19. participants in the competence condition agreed more with the 
statement that the memory test measured their ability to process complex infor-
mation (M = 5.54, SD = 1.69) than participants in the morality condition (M = 4.48, 
SD = 1.90), F(1, 45) = 4.10, p < .05, h2

p = .08. thus, the manipulation was perceived 
as intended. 

Memory Test Performance. the maximum score on the memory task was 29. as 
anticipated, scores on this task were generally very high (M = 26.51, SD = 1.91), 
and framing the task as relevant for morality (M = 26.82, SD = 1.50) did not sig-
nificantly improve recall compared to when the task was framed as relevant for 
competence (M = 26.21, SD = 2.23), F(1, 45) = 1.24, p = .27, h2

p = .03. 

Executive Control. this time we used the Stroop task to examine variability in 
response time as an indicator of executive control after performing the (memory) 
task with moral (vs. non-moral) implications. the data of two participants were 
lost due to technical problems. all analyses were once again performed on log-
transformed response times to correct for positive skew. however, we report re-
sponse times in milliseconds for ease of interpretation.

as in Study 1, we first examined differences in average response times. a mixed 
2 (task frame) by 2 (trial type) anova yielded slower responses on incongruent 
trials (M = 467, SD = 153) than on neutral trials (M = 426, SD = 100), replicating 
the classic Stroop effect, F(1, 43) = 18.50, p < .001, h2

p = .30. contrary to Study 1, the 
predicted interaction effect did not reach marginal significance, F(1, 43) = 1.96, p 
= .17, h2

p = .04. however, as expected, the Stroop effect was considerably larger in 
the morality condition, F(1, 22) = 22.84, p < .001, h2

p = .51; than in the competence 
condition, F(1, 21) = 3.20, p = .09, h2

p = .13. thus, having worked on an initial task 
with implications for one’s morality (vs. competence) tended to impair the aver-
age ability to suppress pre-potent responses (see figure 3). 

We then examined differences in executive control consistency by subjecting 
intra-individual rt variability scores to a mixed 2 (task frame) by 2 (trial type) 
anova. this analysis yielded a significant effect of trial type, F(1, 43) = 18.96, 
p = .001, h2

p = .31; qualified by the predicted interaction effect, F(1, 43) = 8.64, p = 
.005, h2

p = .17. this interaction is depicted in figure 4. after having performed the 
memory test under moral instructions, we observed more variability in response 
times on incongruent trials than on neutral trials on the subsequent Stroop task, 
F(1, 22) = 32.45, p < .001, h2

p = .60. no such effect emerged after performing the 
memory task under competence instructions, F(1, 21) = .84, p = .37, h2

p = .04. thus, 
the ability to exert executive control consistently throughout the Stroop task was 
considerably impaired after working on an initial task with implications for one’s 
morality. Similar increases in rt variability have been observed under other con-
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ditions that reduce executive control (e.g., Boksem et al., 2006; rauch & Schmitt, 
2009). importantly, no such signs of impaired cognitive control were evident after 
working on an initial task with implications for one’s competence. 

as anticipated, after having performed another task allegedly assessing one’s 
morality or competence, the direction of the effect observed on the Stroop task 
was reversed compared to Study 1. that is, after having performed a task framed 
as relevant for morality (vs. competence), participants showed signs of impaired 
(rather than improved) executive control. as in Study 1, the predicted effect was 
signifi cant for the observed variability in response times, and we found a similar 
but nonsignifi cant pattern when comparing the mean response times across condi-
tions. this fi nding is consistent with research suggesting that rt variability during 
an executive control task may be a more sensitive measure of cognitive exhaustion 
than average rt (rauch & Schmitt, 2009). 

Perspective Taking and Mediation Analyses. in line with the prediction, there was 
less evidence of successful perspective taking after having performed the fi rst task 
under morality instructions (M = 5.52, SD = 1.08) compared to when participants 
had performed the memory task under competence instructions (M = 6.13, SD = 
0.89), F(1, 45) = 4.35, p < .05, h2

p = .09.
We then performed a series of regression analyses to examine whether executive 

control impairments (rt variability during the second task) mediated the effect of 
task framing (on the initial memory task) on perspective taking (the third task). 
the task framing manipulation was effect-coded (morality = 1, competence = -1), 
and an executive control fl uctuations score was computed for each participant (SD
on incongruent trials—SD on neutral trials). consistent with anova results re-
ported above, working on the morally framed memory task increased subsequent 
executive control fl uctuations, b = .09, p = .005, and also reduced perspective tak-
ing, b = -.30, p = .04. When both task framing and executive control fl uctuations 
were entered into the equation, executive control fl uctuations predicted perspec-
tive taking, b = -1.62, p = .009, whereas the direct effect of task framing was no 

figUre 3. Average response time on the Stroop task as a function of trial type and whether the 
preceding recall task was framed as relevant for morality or competence (Study 2).
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longer signifi cant, b = -.21, p = .13. Bootstrapping analyses (hayes, 2013, Model 4, 
5000 resamples) confi rmed that the indirect effect of task framing through execu-
tive control fl uctuations was signifi cant (indirect effect = -.15, SE = .09, 95% ci: -.39 
to -.03). to conclude, working on a test framed as relevant for one’s morality (vs. 
competence) impaired subsequent executive control. this, in turn, accounted for 
the negative effect of the morally relevant test on subsequent perspective taking. 
these fi ndings are consistent with the results of Study 1, and further corroborate 
our line of reasoning. 

general disCUssion

the present research examined a process through which trying to behave mor-
ally may lead to subsequent impairments in perspective taking. Based on recent 
observations that the pursuit of moral goals is perceived as particularly important 
(for overviews see: ellemers, pagliaro, & Barreto, 2013; ellemers & van den Bos, 
2012), it was proposed that the pursuit of a moral (vs. non-moral) goal should 
increase engagement of the central executive. Such a response would be highly 
adaptive in that it enables persistence in goal pursuit even in the face of obstacles 
to goal attainment. however, according to limited resource models (e.g., Muraven 
& Baumeister, 2000), as well as the process model of self-control depletion (inzlicht 
& Schmeichel, 2012; inzlicht et al., 2014), it should also lead to impaired executive 
control over time. ironically, to the extent that moral behaviors rely on cognitively 
demanding processes such as perspective taking, this may ultimately contribute 
to subsequent moral failures.

two experiments provided support for our line of reasoning. the fi rst study 
demonstrated that framing performance on a Stroop task as relevant for one’s mo-
rality (vs. competence) facilitated executive control. the second study examined 
the consequences of this response over time and confi rmed that executive control 

figUre 4. variation (SD) in response time on the Stroop task as a function of trial type and 
whether the preceding recall task was framed as relevant for morality or competence (Study 2).
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was impaired after working on a task on which performance was relevant for one’s 
morality (vs. competence). Moreover, these impairments in executive control re-
duced the inclination to engage in subsequent perspective taking. 

the primary contribution of the present work is that it demonstrates that being 
moral (vs. competent) not only is self-reported as being of particular importance 
due to its greater perceived social implications (ellemers et al., 2013; leach et al., 
2007; van nunspeet et al., 2014, 2015), but that the pursuit of goals with moral 
implications in fact increases engagement of the central executive. We view these 
results as initial evidence of a highly adaptive response to situations in which goal 
attainment has particularly important social implications for the actor (Brambilla 
& leach, 2014; ellemers et al., 2013). this response ensures sufficient allocation of 
attention to the task at hand, as well as persistence in goal pursuit when faced with 
obstacles to goal attainment. 

another important implication of the present research is that it suggests a pro-
cess through which the pursuit of a moral goal can lead to subsequent moral fail-
ures. notably, we are not the first to propose such ironic effects of moral behavior. 
Monin and his colleagues have argued that having performed a moral act can 
serve as “moral credit”—or as a license—to subsequently engage in morally ques-
tionable behavior (Monin & Miller, 2001; for an overview, see Merritt, effron, & 
Monin, 2010). for example, performing an act that signals a favorable attitude 
toward african americans has been found to increase subsequent racial bias (ef-
fron, cameron, & Monin, 2009). according to effron and his colleagues, the initial 
act serves as a license to subsequently engage in morally questionable behavior. 
furthermore, this effect only emerged among those who scored relatively high on 
modern racism, presumably because they are the ones who are inclined to favor 
Whites when they feel licensed to do so (effron et al., 2009). the present research 
suggests that an additional contributor to such effects may be that performing the 
initial morally relevant act engages the central executive, and thereby undermines 
subsequent motivation and/or ability to take the perspective of others. notably, 
we know from previous research that interracial interactions increase engagement 
of the central executive (richeson et al., 2003; richeson & Shelton, 2003). further-
more, this is primarily the case among individuals who score high on implicit 
racial bias (richeson et al., 2003; richeson & Shelton, 2003). in light of such find-
ings, combined with the present direct evidence that tasks with moral implications 
increase engagement of the central executive, we believe that impaired executive 
control might be another process through which performing an initial moral act 
can lead to subsequent moral failures.

future research is needed to examine the extent to which impaired executive 
control contributes to ironic consequences of engaging in moral behavior. Stud-
ies incorporating moderating variables that can dissociate the role of motivation 
(inzlicht & Schmeichel, 2012), cognitive depletion (Muraven & Baumeister, 2000), 
and moral licensing (effron et al., 2009) would be particularly informative. for ex-
ample, to the extent that an effect is due to a motivational shift away from “have-
to” goals, it should disappear if strong incentives to perform well on the second 
task are introduced. By contrast, to the extent that the effect is due to actual cog-
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nitive depletion, it should be relatively unaffected by incentives. finally, to the 
extent that licensing is responsible for the effect, it should diminish when the sec-
ond task has clear rather than ambiguous moral implications (Merritt et al., 2010). 
for the time being, however, it can be concluded that working on a task that has 
moral implications increases engagement of the central executive. although this 
response is highly adaptive during the focal task, it ironically impairs subsequent 
perspective taking. this, in turn, may have negative consequences for a broad 
range of behaviors in the moral domain.
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