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Abstract
Moral convictions—attitudes that people report are connected to their beliefs about right
and wrong—are known to have unique effects on behavior, from activism to intolerance.
Less is known, though, about why moral conviction has these effects. I propose that the
unique predictive force of moral conviction is partly attributable to the fact that attitudes
that people construe as “moral” are social identities closely tied to the self-concept. First,
consistent with the idea that moral convictions are tied to the self-concept, I find in two
studies that intensity of moral conviction predicts (1) self-reported identity centrality and
(2) reaction time to attitude-related stimuli in a me/not me task, even when controlling for
reported attitude importance. Further, moral conviction also predicted participants’ scores
on a dominant common factor that underlay both outcomes, suggesting that the
association between moral conviction and the self-concept is not a mere artifact of
method-related factors. Second, and consistent with the idea that moral convictions are
social identities, I find evidence that participants used their moral convictions to perceive,
categorize, and remember information about other individuals’ positions on political
issues, and that they did so more strongly when their convictions were more identitycentral. Finally, I find that the association between moral conviction and intolerance is
partly accounted for by moral convictions’ centrality to individuals’ identities, suggesting
that the conflict that results from moral disagreement may resemble that which
accompanies other identities (e.g., race, gender) and therefore might be mitigated with
existing prejudice-reduction strategies.
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Introduction
Moral attitudes are at the foundation of life in human social groups (e.g., Ellemers
& Van den Bos, 2012; Haidt, 2013). The moral principles that people broadly agree upon,
such as those that oppose cheating, stealing, and killing, essentially define the minimum
requirements that individuals must satisfy to live within society. The principles that
people do not agree upon—such as the esteem of a particular deity or the rights of some
individuals relative to others—inspire people to engage vicious conflicts that defy
straightforward resolution.
But what makes an attitude a moral attitude? What, if anything, sets such attitudes
apart from ordinary opinions? Skitka and colleagues’ longstanding program of research
on moral conviction (see Skitka 2010, 2014, for review) is particularly informative in this
regard. They define moral attitudes as those that individuals consider to derive from their
“fundamental beliefs about right and wrong” rather than from social conventions or
personal preferences (Skitka, 2010). And indeed, people tend to believe that their moral
convictions are universally and objectively correct attitudes—injunctions by which all
people ought to abide. Skitka and colleagues find that a unique constellation of cognition,
affect, and behavior characterizes such attitudes. People who hold moral convictions on a
given issue are, for example, uniquely resistant to persuasion, even controlling for the
personal importance of their attitude and the certainty with which they hold it, and they
manifest strong positive and negative emotions about these issues (Skitka & Wisneski,
2011). In addition, moral conviction appears to have a strong mobilizing effect; people
with issue-specific moral convictions were especially likely to vote in line with their

2

attitudes in the 2004 presidential election (Skitka & Bauman, 2008) and appear to be
more likely to vote in general (Morgan, Skitka, & Wisneski, 2010). Finally, moral
convictions have a potent influence on how people evaluate other social actors. People
are less tolerant of differences of opinion in the moral domain than they are of
disagreement on issues that do not evoke moral concerns, and in environments in which
political norms in favor of civil liberties are not especially strong, people are even more
willing to subject such dissenters to government surveillance and censorship (Skitka, Liu,
Yang, Chen, Liu, & Xu, 2012). Moral convictions also make people less likely to accept
institutional decisions that run against the grain of their beliefs. Whereas under normal
circumstances people tend to accept unfavorable outcomes so long as the procedures that
were used to determine those outcomes were fair by some previously agreed-upon
standard, they do not accept as fair outcomes that violate their moral convictions,
regardless of the (just) procedure that produced them (Skitka & Mullen, 2008; Tyler,
1987). In sum, moral convictions are resistant to change and have a strong impact on
individuals’ reasoning, their emotions, and their behavior, with important consequences
for how they evaluate and interact with other people.
Though moral convictions have all of the characteristics of “strong” attitudes
(Petty & Krosnick, 1995), Skitka and colleagues have repeatedly demonstrated that
people’s attitudes about right and wrong are not “just” strong attitudes. The effects of
moral conviction consistently hold even when controlling for other indices of attitude
strength, such as certainty, importance, and extremity, suggesting that although attitudes
in the moral domain may be strong, their strength per se does not suffice to explain their
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diverse consequences (Skitka, 2014). Clearly, then, there is something special about
attitudes in the moral domain; however, existing research has not specified just what that
special something is. Why do moral convictions have these diverse and powerful effects?
I propose that moral convictions are unique because they are more centrally
integrated with individuals’ self-concept. In particular, I contend that moral attitudes are a
critical element of individuals’ social identity and that as a result, these moral attitudes
set into motion the various cognitive, affective, and behavioral processes that govern
intergroup and intragroup behavior. Though no existing research of which I am aware
directly tests this idea, a number of lines of work are indirectly supportive. First, as one
of the many “facets” of attitude strength, moral conviction is part of a set of attituderelated properties that seem to center on the extent to which attitudes are near and dear to
the self (Katz, 1960; Thomsen, Borgida, & Lavine, 1995). Second, being a moral person
in general seems to be an important part of many individuals’ self-concept (e.g., Aquino
& Reed, 2002). Third, moral beliefs play a crucial role in the maintenance—and
sometimes, the disruption—of intragroup unity and intergroup relations (Ellemers & Van
den Bos, 2012).
In short, though there appears to be good reason to suspect the attitudes that
people construe in moral terms are a key part of individuals' self-concept and a defining
feature of the social groups to which they belong, existing research has not directly
examined the link between the moral conviction with which people hold specific attitudes
and the centrality of those attitudes to the social self-concept. The proposed study aims to
explore the nature of this relation. Specifically, my goal is to determine (1) whether moral
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convictions are perceived to be part of the self, (2) whether moral convictions determine
how people categorize and respond to others, and (3) whether social identity processes
can explain the effects of moral convictions on individuals' intolerance for those who do
not share their convictions.
Morality and the Self-Concept
Two very different bodies of literature suggest that moral attitudes may be bound
to the self-concept. The first is that on attitude strength. The second is that on ethical
behavior.
Attitude Strength and the Self-Concept
The literature on attitude strength is replete with interrelated variables that can be
difficult to disentangle, both conceptually and empirically. That said, two related but
distinguishable aspects of attitude strength have an especially direct bearing on the
present discussion: personal importance and personal involvement. According to
Boninger, Krosnick, Berent, and Fabrigar (1995a), the personal importance of an attitude
is the extent to which an individual consciously cares about the attitude in question. It is a
subjective property of an attitude, a feeling of personal significance. Personal
involvement, in contrast, is “the extent to which an attitude affects, impinges on, reflects,
or is otherwise associated with the self” (Thomsen et al., 1995, p. 192).
Moral convictions are certainly personally important. Operationally, an attitude is
considered to be a moral conviction to the extent that people report it to be, for instance,
“a reflection of their core moral beliefs and convictions.” Compare the wording of this
standard moral conviction item to that of a typical item used to assess attitude
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importance: “How important is the issue of abortion to you personally?” (Boninger et al.,
1995a; see Appendix A for a full list of moral conviction items). It seems more than
reasonable to infer that moral conviction is a particular type of attitude importance—a
reflection of how subjectively significant a given attitude is within the moral domain (i.e.,
in judgments of right and wrong). People may have important attitudes that are not moral
convictions, but probably do not have moral convictions that are not important attitudes.
The subjective importance of moral convictions is relevant here because of the
connection between importance and personal involvement. The more that someone feels
personally involved in a given attitude—that is, the more closely associated that attitude
is with the self—the more likely that person is to describe that attitude as personally
important (Boninger et al., 1995a; Boninger, Krosnick & Berent, 1995b; Thomsen et al.,
1995). For example, Boninger et al. (1995b) found that when people were induced to
think about a traffic accident happening to them rather than to another person, they
ascribed more importance to their attitudes about traffic safety. This study provides at
least some evidence that a closer association between an attitude and the self causes
people to consider that attitude to be more important to them. Perhaps, then, the
subjective importance of moral convictions stems in part from their close association with
the self-concept. Consistent with this line of reasoning, the attitude-strength literature has
traditionally treated moral attitudes not simply as personally important but rather as a
part of the self. Thomsen et al. (1995), for example, examine "values" alongside social
identity and self-interest as a type of personal involvement in an issue. Boninger et al.
(1995a) directly compare the power of each of these variables to predict attitude
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importance. They found all three to exert a significant effect, with the effects of selfinterest (b = .33) and social identity (b = .33) being somewhat, but not markedly greater
than that of values (b = .20).
Implicit in this investigation is the assumption that people's values are closely tied
to the self (see also Katz, 1960). Though this assumption appears to have gone largely
untested in existing research, the fact that values have downstream effects on reasoning
that resemble those of social identification and self-interest is certainly suggestive—
perhaps this similarity can be accounted for by the proximity to the self-concept that
values, social identity, and material interest all share. Moral attitudes about specific
issues and broader values are not typically regarded as equivalent. However, both
certainly represent beliefs about what sort of behavior is good and right versus bad and
wrong; if such beliefs are in fact an important part of the self-concept, it is quite possible
that moral convictions about specific issues are perceived to be personally important
because they reflect broader "values" that comprise individuals' identities.
Ethical Behavior and the Self-Concept
Happily, some existing work has provided more direct empirical evidence tying
moral attitudes to the self-concept. According to the literature on moral licensing, for
example, people are motivated to be moral (Merritt, Effron, & Monin, 2010), and not
simply for the sake of public appearances (Khan & Dhar, 2006; Monin & Miller, 2001).
Unfortunately, this literature also suggests that people are capable of satisfying this
motive quite easily, quickly losing their taste for altruism once they've done their share.
But the fact remains that people do seem to strive for a minimal degree of moral probity,
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presumably because doing any less would reflect poorly on the self. Consistent with this
explanation of moral licensing effects, Monin and others (e.g., Monin, Sawyer, &
Marquez, 2008) have also found that people respond unfavorably to others who adhere to
accepted moral principles more resolutely than they do themselves. This tendency is
eliminated when people are given the opportunity to affirm themselves prior to evaluating
the target. Thus, the "do-gooder derogation" (Minson & Monin, 2012) that Monin and
colleagues describe appears to be a defensive strategy, serving to protect the self from the
threat posed by a discrepancy in moral credentials between the self and another person.
The fact that people are motivated to maintain good moral standing suggests that their
perceptions of their own morality are an important part of their self-concept. The fact that
people seek to maintain good moral standing relative to others suggests that these
perceptions of morality may be a part of the social self in particular.
This argument is not wholly new. Drawing on earlier theorizing by Blasi (1984),
Aquino and Reed (2002) claim that people have what they refer to as a moral identity,
which “[consists] of collectively shared, moral characteristics” (p. 1423). They also claim
that individuals vary in the “self-importance” that they ascribe to this identity, with some
people especially invested in maintaining and following moral principles.1 The “shared
moral characteristics” that Aquino and Reed focus on are individual traits with a clear
moral valence, such as compassion, generosity, and honesty. That said, they consider
moral identity to be, fundamentally, a social identity, in that the traits that define it are
Reed and Aquino consistently use the phrase “self-importance” to describe something very similar to
what other authors have labeled identity centrality; the (usually) self-reported strength of the association
between the concept in question (in this case, moral identity) and the self-concept.
1
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deeply grounded in shared social constructions. In any case, Aquino and Reed certainly
find evidence that their version of moral identity captures an aspect of individuals’ selfconcept. Reasoning that moral identity should structure individuals' cognitive selfschemas if it is indeed an integral part of the self, they hypothesize and find that stronger
moral identity predicts volunteer behavior, charitable giving, and the tendency to
spontaneously describe oneself in moral terms. More recent research has replicated these
findings and revealed in addition that moral identity is associated with the experience of
negative emotions in the wake of immoral actions and with increased attentiveness to
one’s own ethical and unethical behavior (Reynolds, 2008; see Hardy & Carlo, 2011 for
review). Moral identity therefore appears to operate much like known self-schemas (e.g.,
those for gender, Frable & Bem, 1985; and independence, Markus, 1977) in that it plays a
central role in structuring not only how individuals think and feel about themselves but
also in influencing how they behave in schema-relevant contexts. Morality does indeed
seem to be a part of some people’s identity.
Moral identity differs in important ways, however, from the primary interest of
the current investigation—the integration of specific moral convictions with the selfconcept. First, the literature on moral identity has examined morality as a relatively
unitary construct. In effect, researchers in this area have asked people how important it is
to them that they are a good person and tested whether stronger identification with this
ideal has downstream consequences for behaviors that can ultimately be categorized as
relatively good or bad. Consequently, Aquino and Reed deliberately focus on those traits
that people generally agree to be morally desirable and important; however, they freely
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concede (following Blasi, 1984) that “moral identities can vary in content” (p. 1424).
That is, though some central aspects of being a “moral” person are widely agreed upon,
what individuals construe to be a part of their own moral identity varies from person to
person. The particular idiosyncratic content that comprises individuals’ moral identity
likely has important consequences, both for the moral behaviors in which they are
inclined to engage and for their evaluations of others’ morality. In short, the established
version of moral identity has not been applied to moral beliefs that differ across people,
but moral convictions about specific issues may well manifest themselves as a kind of
idiosyncratic moral identity.
Second, and related, existing research in this area has treated moral identity as an
individual difference in the degree to which morality is integrated with the self-concept. I
propose, in contrast, that moral attitudes are necessarily tied to the self-concept—that
moral convictions are social identities. These divergent perspectives are complimentary,
not incompatible. Because the literature has traditionally defined moral identity as the
importance of a given, predetermined aggregation of morally connoted traits, it has noted
wide variability across individuals in the centrality of this identity. Because I intend to
explore the importance of idiosyncratic moral convictions about specific issues, I expect
to observe a uniformly strong association between individuals’ moral attitudes and their
self-concept. People generally agree that it is morally desirable to be both honest and
kind. The more important they believe honesty and kindness to be, the more likely that
they will be to evaluate themselves and others in terms of these traits. However, some
people see honesty as more morally desirable than do others. These people, we could say,
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hold a moral conviction that honesty is desirable; and these people, I would argue, will
uniformly perceive honesty as a defining element of their self-concept.
There is, in sum, good reason to suspect that issue-specific moral convictions are
tied to the self-concept. First, moral convictions are strong attitudes, and strong attitudes
are sometimes (though of course not necessarily) made strong by their association with
the self. Second, people’s self-evaluations are shaped by their moral beliefs and
behavior—the more righteous their behavior, the more positive their self-evaluation.
Finally, when people see a given trait (or set of traits) as an essential characteristic of a
moral person, they are especially likely to attempt to embody that trait themselves. Taken
together, these diverse lines of research beg for a more direct test of the idea that specific
moral attitudes are reflected in individuals’ identities. But at what level are moral
attitudes and the self-concept connected? The literature on attitude strength and moral
licensing suggests that attitudes and moral values are construed as part of the individual,
personal self. Aquino and Reed (2002), in contrast, argue that moral identity is a social
identity. Though both perspectives are probably to some extent correct, moral attitudes
appear to play an especially important role in defining the social groups with which
individuals identify.
Morality and Social Groups
As outlined above, people’s moral attitudes are of course important to them as
individuals, moving through life and struggling to decide right from wrong. But moral
attitudes are also critical to the groups to which these individuals belong. Ellemers and
van den Bos (2012) outline three key functions that morality serves in group contexts.
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First, morality helps define the identity of the group. The more moral a group’s public
image, the more inclined people are to identify with that group. Thus, although people
can bolster their self-image by doing good deeds now and again, it seems they might
achieve much the same end simply by cozying up to a group that is known for such good
deeds. Consider, for example, the likely psychological effects of formally joining the
Peace Corps. In classic social-identity terms, the perceived morality of a group likely
contributes directly to its positive distinctiveness and thus to its desirability as a social
identity.
Second, the moral attitudes that prevail within a group govern intragroup
dynamics by defining what behavior is appropriate among members of that group. The
idea that people conform to social norms is not new, of course (e.g., Asch, 1956) but
moral norms seem to be especially influential. For example, Ellemers, Pagliaro, Barreto,
and Leach (2008) found that a given set of norms elicited more compliance when
compliance was framed as indicative of morality than when compliance was framed as
indicative of intelligence. Ellemers and colleagues (e.g., Ellemers & van den Bos, 2012)
have even gone so far as to argue that group norms create moral values from “guidelines
that other groups treat as mere social conventions or even consider immoral” (p. 882).
Their view is not that morality is simply dictated from the top down—for example,
different subgroups may compete with one another to establish their own values as those
of the superordinate group—but they do suggest that shared moral values provide a sense
of shared reality, which in turn is an essential foundation of group members’ shared
identity. Haidt (e.g., 2013) has expressed a similar view. He argues that shared moral
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values form the core of human social groups and that the evolution of consensual sacred
beliefs represented a critical step in the emergence of large-scale human cooperation. To
borrow a term from Haidt, moral attitudes bind groups together by providing them with a
common view of what is right and what is wrong. The result is not only a group, but a
moral community in which identification with the group and adoption of its agreed-upon
values are inextricably tied.
Finally, moral attitudes shape intergroup relations. By defining who is part of a
group, shared moral beliefs also define more clearly who is not. Certainly, people readily
form judgments of others’ morality; they can and do classify targets as trustworthy or
untrustworthy within milliseconds of exposure to the target’s face (Todorov, Pakrashi, &
Oosterhof, 2009; Willis & Todorov, 2006).2 Moreover, people prefer to affiliate with
others whose moral beliefs resemble their own. Rokeach and Mezei (1966), for example,
report behavioral evidence that when people are given a choice of interaction partners,
they are even more likely to choose others who express similar values to them than they
are to choose others of the same race. Like other social identities such as age and race,
moral attitudes appear to shape perceptions of us and them. This sharpening of intergroup
differences may well explain the intolerance and other negative reactions that people
manifest against those who do not share their moral convictions. For example, a number
of scholars (e.g., Haidt, 2013; Hetherington & Weiler, 2009) have attributed the
increasingly vituperative nature of American politics (Iyengar, Sood and Lelkes 2012) to

In these studies, only faces’ physical attractiveness was identified with comparable speed—judgments of
competence, likeability, and even aggressiveness all required more deliberation.
2
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between-party differences in moral attitudes. The presumed morality or immorality of
others therefore seems to play a central role in social categorization processes, helping to
identify targets as part of the moral “us” or the immoral “them.” These processes, in turn,
may have downstream consequences for intergroup emotions and behavior. That said, the
full picture of how social categorization, morality, prejudice and intolerance covary has
not yet been empirically explored.
The Current Study
In sum, existing research on moral conviction and the self-concept suggests—but
cannot yet empirically support—three hypotheses that serve as the focus for my
investigation. First, the evidence reviewed above indicates that moral convictions are
stable, impactful, and personally important, and that individuals’ identities and selfevaluations are at least in part derived from their moral characteristics. However, no
study to date has directly examined the cognitive association between individuals’
idiosyncratic moral attitudes and their self-representations. The first hypothesis I test,
then, is that when individuals construe an attitude as a moral conviction, they will tend to
perceive it to be a relatively central element of their self-concept. Second, existing
research suggests that moral attitudes help to define social groups and to structure the
relations within and between them, but has not investigated the extent to which people
rely on their moral attitudes to categorize themselves and others as members of distinct
social groups. My second hypothesis is that when individuals construe an attitude as a
moral conviction, that attitude will form the basis of a relatively central social identity in
particular. Finally, and perhaps most important, though moral convictions have been
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found to have robust and substantial effects on individuals’ social behavior, it remains
unclear why these effects emerge. What is it about moral conviction that provokes the
intransigence and intolerance that Skitka (e.g., 2014) and others have so consistently
documented? My third hypothesis is that previously observed effects of moral conviction
on intolerance are at least in part attributable to the integration of moral convictions
with the social self-concept, consistent with the well-demonstrated capacity for central
aspects of the self-concept to influence individuals’ cognition and behavior (Markus,
1977; Omoto & Snyder, 1995; Thorne, 1987).
I tested these hypotheses in two studies. Study 1 employed a combination of selfreport and reaction time measures to assess the degree of association between a subset of
individuals’ moral convictions on the one hand and their self-concept on the other. Study
2 tested whether moral convictions are tied to the social self by examining the effects of
moral conviction on how participants categorized others who did or did not share their
attitudes. Study 2 also tested my third hypothesis by pairing the procedures from the
previous two studies with established measures previously used to assess the link
between moral conviction and intolerance of dissent.
Study 1
Analytic Strategy
The purpose of my first study was to test whether moral convictions comprise a
relatively central element of individuals’ self-concept. Operationally, I employed a
combination of self-report and reaction time measures to test whether participants’ moral
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convictions were more closely associated with the self-concept than were attitudes about
which participants had no such moral convictions. The self-report measure of this
association consisted of a battery of questions previously used to assess the centrality of
social identities to individuals’ self-concept (Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992). The reaction
time measure was a modified version of the widely-used me/not-me task, in which
participants indicated as quickly as possible whether a battery of traits and attitudes were
or were not characteristic of the self.
The logic of the reaction-time test is grounded in self-schema theory (Markus,
1977), which holds that certain influential “cognitive generalizations about the self” (e.g.,
I oppose abortion) guide how individuals process and interpret information. Specifically,
the more central a characteristic is to the self-concept, the easier it should be for
respondents to classify that characteristic as self-descriptive. Thus, if participants are
faster to categorize moral convictions as characteristic of themselves than they are to
categorize non-moral (but still important) attitudes, then we can reasonably infer that
moral convictions are particularly central to individuals’ self-concept.
Method
Participants
Participants in Study 1 were recruited from the University of Minnesota
Psychology Department’s Research Experience Program (REP) pool and from the School
of Journalism and Mass Communication’s subject pool in exchange for extra course
credit. Thus, all participants (N = 288) were University of Minnesota students. The
resulting sample was relatively young (M = 20 years, SD = 2.86), mostly comprised of
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women (202 women, 84 men, 1 “other,” and 1 missing), and disproportionately likely to
identify as White or Asian (62% White, 29% Asian/Asian American, 6% Black/African
American, 4% Latino, with 6 participants identifying with multiple racial groups,
including one who identified as both Native American and White).
Given the central focus of my investigation on contemporary U.S. politics, I also
assessed participants’ party identification and citizenship status. The majority (60%) of
respondents identified with or leaned toward the Democratic Party, 26% leaned or
identified as Republican, and 14% reported feeling no closer to either major political
party. Sixty participants (about 20% of the sample) reported not being U.S. citizens,
many of whom were likely students from other countries studying in Minnesota. I
included these participants in the analyses presented below, given that non-citizens may
or may not know less about American politics than citizens, that extensive knowledge of
American politics is not a necessary pre-requisite for opinions on political issues, and,
most important, that I have no strong a priori expectations that the identity centrality of
moral convictions should vary as a function of national origin.
Measures and Materials
Verbatim wording for all Study 1 measures and materials are provided in
Appendices A and B. All continuous variables were scaled to range from 0 to 1 unless
otherwise noted.
Predictors. I assessed participants’ attitudes toward 10 political issues:
government spending, legal abortion, defense spending, gay rights, gun control,
affirmative action, free market economics, protecting the environment, tightening border
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security, and the death penalty. Participants responded to the question “Generally
speaking, would you say you support or oppose [this political issue]?” using a 9-point
bipolar scale with verbal labels at the endpoints and midpoint, ranging from “strongly
oppose” to “neither favor nor oppose” to “strongly favor.”
Participants’ moral convictions were also assessed via self-report. After indicating
their position on each political issue, participants reported the extent to which they
considered their position on that issue to be a matter of right and wrong using Skitka and
colleagues’ (see Skitka & Morgan, 2014) 4-item moral conviction questionnaire.
Attitude importance was measured using three items. Following the procedure
used by Boninger, Krosnick, Berent, and Fabrigar (1995), participants indicated how
“personally important,” each issue was to them, how much they “care[d] about” that
issue, and how deeply it “concern[ed]” them.
Because I measured the importance and moral conviction that participants
ascribed to each of the 10 political issues, I assessed the reliability of these scales by
computing the alpha for each scale for each issue (e.g., moral conviction regarding
government spending, 4 items; moral conviction regarding gun control, 4 items;
importance of government spending attitude, 3 items). The average α across the 10
political issues was 0.95 for the moral conviction items and 0.93 for the attitude
importance items. I used the same procedure to estimate the average α for identity
centrality across political issues.
Outcomes. Attitudes’ centrality to the self-concept were measured in two ways.
First, participants simply responded to three 7-point, bipolar items indicating by self-
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report the extent to which their position on that issue was central to how they view
themselves. These items have been used in previous research to assess the centrality of
various social identities (e.g., Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992) and have been found to be both
internally consistent and valid indicators of identity centrality (average α for political
issues: 0.83).
Second, participants completed a modified me/not-me task. Traditionally, tasks of
this kind present participants with a number of traits and ask them to indicate as quickly
as possible—usually using a computer keyboard—whether those traits are or are not
characteristic of themselves (e.g., Markus, 1977). The quicker the reaction time, the more
central that trait is presumed to be to the subject’s self-concept. I included three types of
stimuli for participants to identify as characteristic or not characteristic of themselves—
issue positions, trait adjectives, and values. The speed with which issue positions were
categorized served as the primary dependent variable. As the traditional target stimuli in
the me/not me task, trait adjectives were included to verify that my modified version of
the me/not me task was still a valid indicator of self-schema content. The inclusion of
traits was also intended to help contextualize the task as a self-descriptive exercise rather
than an opportunity to recite one’s opinions. Finally, I included values as target stimuli to
explore the possibility that the moral beliefs with which people identify are more general
than I anticipated—that groups and identities are defined better by broad, shared
principles rather than by positions on specific political issues.
All three sets of stimuli were presented, intermingled, within the context of the
same computer-based task. After some initial instructions, two category labels appeared
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and persisted throughout the task in the upper right and upper left corners of the computer
screen: “I am someone who…” and “I am not someone who…” Subsequently,
participants categorized brief phrases of the form “supports the death penalty” or
“opposes same-sex marriage” as characteristic or not characteristic of themselves, one
phrase at a time.3 The side of the screen on which each category label appeared was
randomized across participants, with the caveat that each label and its response key were
always on the same side. I used the words “someone who opposes/supports” instead of
“opponent/supporter of” because response times to the latter stimuli might be more
closely associated with the extent to which participants see themselves as generally
supportive or generally contrarian. This concern is not eliminated by the proposed design,
but is, I hope, at least somewhat reduced. Participants had the opportunity to identify
themselves (or not) as “someone who supports” and as “someone who opposes” each
issue from the self-report questionnaire. Stimuli were presented in random order, with no
response deadline, in 5 blocks of 50 trials each. All stimuli were presented in each block.
The target stimuli I used in the me/not me task are provided in Appendix B.
Demographics and additional variables. Demographic variables included race,
gender, income, education, age, and citizenship status. I also measured party
identification and left/right ideology as potential control variables using standard batteries
of items employed by the National Election Studies. The measure of ideology consisted
Target stimuli took the form of brief phrases because one-word labels indicating individuals’ issue
positions are rather rare. Though such labels are not unheard of (e.g., pro-life, pro-choice, pacifist),
constraining target issues to those that lend themselves to such labels would have narrowed the
generalizability of my findings. I therefore pursued a more flexible approach that permitted an investigation
of attitudes toward a broader range of issues.
3
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of a 3-item composite of overall, social, and economic liberalism versus conservatism (α
= 0.88). Finally, I measured the self-descriptiveness and identity centrality of
participants’ traits and items assessing the identity centrality, moral conviction,
importance, and degree of endorsement that participants ascribed to values. To assess the
reliability of these scales, I followed the same procedure as I did for political issues. I
computed a separate scale alpha for the identity centrality of each trait. The average of
these scale alphas across the 21 traits was 0.75. I also computed separate scale alphas for
the identity centrality, moral conviction, and importance that participants ascribed to each
value. Across the 13 values, the average alpha was 0.78 for the identity centrality items,
0.93 for the moral conviction items, and 0.81 for the importance items. The identity
centrality, moral conviction, and personal importance items closely resembled those used
for issue positions; verbatim wording is presented in Appendix A. To determine the
extent to which participants endorsed each value, I asked, “Generally speaking, would
you say that you value [honesty]?” and to assess the self-descriptiveness of each trait, I
asked, “Generally speaking, would you say that you are [intelligent]?”
Procedure
Study 1 consisted of two parts. First, participants completed an online survey that
included the self-report items assessing their issue positions, their values, and the moral
conviction with which they held these positions and values. Participants also rated
themselves on each trait adjective in this initial questionnaire. Second, participants
attended an in-person laboratory session no sooner than two nights after they had
completed the initial survey. In the in-person session, participants indicated the personal

21

importance and centrality of their issue positions and values, as well as the centrality of
each trait adjective to their identity. Following this questionnaire, participants completed
the modified me/not-me task described above and, finally, the demographic questions.
Results
The purpose of Study 1 was to test the hypothesis that moral convictions are a
relatively central element of the self-concept, even controlling for attitude importance. It
may be that moral attitudes are generally more personally important to people than nonmoral attitudes—indeed, all moral attitudes may be reasonably described as personally
important. Again, however, not all important attitudes are inevitably moral ones. So long
as the correlation between attitude importance and moral conviction is not perfect, it is
possible to statistically isolate the association between the self-concept and moral
conviction per se.4 I tested this hypothesis with three sets of analyses.
Self-reported Identity Centrality
First, I estimated a multi-level linear model, in which moral conviction and
attitude importance were entered as predictors of the self-reported identity centrality of
participants’ attitudes and values. I also entered interaction terms that permitted the
effects of importance and moral conviction to vary across political issues versus broader
values, to explore the possibility that some moral convictions are more central to identity

4

And in my sample, the correlation between moral conviction and attitude importance was not perfect. The
bivariate correlation (which does not take the multi-level structure of the data into account) was r = 0.56 (p
< .001). I also examined the correlation between moral conviction and importance across stimuli within
each individual subject. Although the within-subject correlations between importance and moral conviction
were nearly uniformly positive, they were not so strong (for most participants) as to imply a 1:1
correspondence between the two. See Appendix E.
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than others. Specifically, I (separately) interacted importance and moral conviction with
an indicator variable for the type of stimulus to which participants were responding—set
equal to 0 for all political issue attitudes and to 1 for values. I treated the effects of moral
conviction and attitude importance as fixed, whereas I allowed the intercept to vary
randomly across subjects. Estimates for this model are presented in Table 1.1. Because I
included the interactions between predictors and the value- versus issue- stimulus
indicator variable, the coefficients for moral conviction and importance can be interpreted
reflect the effects of moral conviction and importance on the reported identity centrality
of political issues. The effect of each variable on the reported identity centrality of values
is equal to the “main effect” coefficient plus the coefficient for the corresponding
interaction. In addition, because all variables in this analysis were scaled to range from 01, these coefficients can be interpreted as the proportion change in self-reported identity
centrality as each predictor increases from its minimum to its maximum. Consistent with
my prediction, moral conviction did predict the self-reported identity centrality (b =
0.212, p < .001) of political issue attitudes, even controlling for the effect of importance
(which, admittedly, was of greater magnitude; b = 0.399, p < .001). The effect of moral
conviction on the identity centrality of values was significantly weaker, but still positive
and significant (b = .113, p < .001).
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Table 1.1 Self-reported identity centrality as a function of moral conviction (Study 1)
b
95% CI
p
Fixed Effects
Moral Conviction
0.212***
[ 0.186, 0.237 ] <0.001
Importance
0.399***
[ 0.371, 0.426 ] <0.001
Value Stimulus
0.138***
[ 0.113, 0.162 ] <0.001
Moral Conviction X Value
-0.099***
[-0.134, -0.064] <0.001
Importance X Value
0.078***
[ 0.037, 0.119 ] <0.001
Intercept
0.168***
[ 0.150, 0.186 ] <0.001
Random Effects
σ2 (Intercept)
0.005
[0.004, 0.006 ]
-2 x log-likelihood
-2 X 2463.05
2
Wald χ (degrees freedom)
6379.28 (5)***
Note. Entries are coefficients from a multilevel linear mixed model. Number of level-1 units = 6,584;
number of level-2 units = 288.
(†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.)

Figure 1.1 depicts the results of this analysis. Participants tended to claim that the
value they placed in abstract concepts like generosity, honesty, and independence were
more central to their identities than their positions on specific political issues like gun
control and abortion; however, the identity centrality of both values and issue attitudes
was clearly tied to the extent to which participants viewed them in moral terms. In short,
participants did tend to report that moral convictions were identity central.
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Figure 1.1. Predicted values of self-reported identity centrality as a function of moral conviction and
stimulus type. Figure is based on the fixed portion of the model presented in Table 1.1 Error bands indicate
the 95% confidence intervals around these estimates.

Cognitive associations as measured by the me/not me task
Next, I tested the effect of moral conviction (net attitude importance) on me/not
me reaction times. Given that my application of the me/not me paradigm is somewhat
unorthodox (e.g., using phrases rather than words as target stimuli), I first offer some
evidence that my modified version of the task is a valid measure of the centrality of traits
and characteristics to the self-concept.
Data preparation and validating the me/not me task. Before analyzing any
reaction time data, it is standard to transform the raw reaction times (measured in
milliseconds) to account for the strong positive skew and extreme outliers that tend to
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accompany these data (Bargh & Chartrand, 2000; Wentura & Degner, 2010). Following
standard practice, I excluded from analysis reaction times that were either incredibly fast
(< 300 ms) or unusually slow ( > 6.5 s),5 then performed a log (base 10) transformation
on the remaining data to mitigate positive skew. All analyses presented below use this
transformed variable. I also repeated these analyses using an alternative (reciprocalsquare-root) transformation. Because these results were substantively identical, I do not
report them here.
To assess the construct validity of the me/not me task, I tested whether Markus’s
(1977) findings replicate conceptually in this paradigm. Markus found that individuals
she classified as “independents” (compared to “dependents”) were quicker to categorize
independence-related traits as “me” and to categorize dependence-related traits as “not
me.” When independents did concede that they possessed a dependence-related trait, they
did so more slowly than did dependents (p. 68; Markus, 1977). Conceptually analogous
findings emerged for dependents. Markus identified independents and dependents based
on three criteria: (1) participants indicated that they were (in)dependent in an adjective
checklist; (2) participants placed themselves at one of the 8 most extreme points on at
least two 11-point semantic differential scales (i.e., Independent-Dependent,
Individualist-Conformist, Leader-Follower); (3) participants considered these three
dimensions to be “important.” To create a conceptually similar but continuous index of
5

The 300 ms lower bound on included reaction times was suggested by existing literature (Wentura &
Degner, 2010; Bargh & Chartrand, 2000). The 6.5 s upper bound on included reaction times was chosen
because this latency was 3 interquartile ranges above the 75 th percentile for reaction times to issue stimuli
(which generally elicited longer reaction times than trait or value stimuli). This 3-IQR cutoff—derived
from Wentura and Degner’s (2010) recommendation—is data-driven without being overly sensitive to the
extremity or number of observed outliers.
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trait schematicity, I took the average of the self-descriptiveness and identity centrality
that participants ascribed to each trait; the average within-subject correlation between
these two indices was high (r = 0.69). I then used a series of multi-level models to test
whether this schematicity index predicted (1) participants’ probability of responding in a
manner consistent with their explicit self-description, (2) faster reaction times when
participants’ responses were self-consistent, and (3) slower reaction times when
responses were self-inconsistent. I tested these relations using seven different definitions
of “self-consistent” responses; I describe each of these definitions in detail in Appendix
C, but broadly speaking, I considered a self-consistent response to be one that matched
that participant’s responses to self-report items and/or as one that matched that
participant’s responses to most (i.e., 3/5) me/not me trials for that stimulus. Results were
substantively identical across all seven definitions of self-consistency.
To examine the relation between trait schematicity and the probability of a selfconsistent response, I conducted a series of multi-level logistic regressions with trait
schematicity, nested within participant, as my key predictor. In substantive terms, these
models focus on whether participants were more likely to give self-consistent responses
to the traits that they felt best described them. I also controlled for two less important
stimulus-level characteristics that may have influenced participants’ ability to respond in
a self-consistent manner: the number of characters in the stimulus (e.g., 14 in “is
intelligent”) and the block in which the stimulus appeared (1 through 5). The extent to
which participants reported a trait to be highly self-descriptive and identity-central did
positively predict their probability of giving a self-consistent response on the me/not me
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task—again, regardless of how I defined a self-consistent response. The upper panel in
Figure 1.2 provides a representative illustration of this relationship using Definition D.
To examine the relation between trait schematicity and reaction time when
responses were self-consistent vs inconsistent, I ran a series of multi-level linear
regressions with the same set of predictors and controls as the logistic regressions above,
except that I added an interaction between self-schematicity and a variable indicating
whether the participant’s response was or was not self-consistent. Consistent with
Markus’ (1977) study, trait schematicity predicted shorter reaction times when responses
were self-consistent and longer reaction times when responses were self-inconsistent. The
lower panel in Figure 1.2 provides a representative illustration of this relationship.
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Figure 1.2. Validating the Me/Not Me Task. The top panel is based on the fixed portion of a multi-level
logistic regression of self-consistent responding on trait schematicity. The lower panel is based on the fixed
portion of a multi-level linear regression of log-transformed reaction time on trait schematicity. Both
models control for the number of characters in trait stimuli and the block in which stimuli appeared. Error
bands indicate the 95% confidence intervals around these estimates. Error bands are provided in the lower
panel, but are very small.

In short, changing the syntactical structure of the me/not me category labels and
target stimuli does not seem to have destroyed the task’s ability to track cognitive
associations between the self-concept and aspects of the self. I proceed with my focal
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analyses with more confidence that the task is a valid index of the identity centrality of
target stimuli, including trait characteristics, issue attitudes, and values.
Focal analyses: moral conviction and me/not me reaction time. I estimated a
series of multi-level linear models to test the effect of stimulus-level moral conviction
(net attitude importance) on me/not me reaction times. Each model included an intercept
that varied randomly across subjects and fixed effects for moral conviction and attitude
importance. Both fixed effects were again interacted with an indicator variable for
whether the stimulus was a political issue or a value to allow for differences across these
types of stimuli. I also assumed a fixed effect of the block in which participants saw the
stimulus, the number of characters in the target stimulus, whether the stimulus included
the word “opposes” (rather than “supports” or “values”), and whether the target stimulus
was consistent versus inconsistent with the participant’s inferred position on the target
stimulus. The only difference across these models was the definition of “consistency.”
Once again, I estimated a model for each of the seven definitions I contrived. Results I
present below use Definition D, which is as follows:
1) Political issue stimuli (e.g., “supports gun control,” “opposes gun control”) are
consistent with the participant’s attitude if the stimulus and the participant’s
self-reported attitude both indicate support or both indicate opposition to the
stimulus.
2) Political issue stimuli are consistent with the participant’s attitude if the
participant’s self-reported attitude was at the scale mid-point and the
participant chose the “me” option for the stimulus at least 3 of 5 times. For
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example, for a participant who reported a neutral attitude toward the death
penalty and who indicated in 3 or more out of 5 trials that they were "someone
who opposes the death penalty," the stimulus "opposes the death penalty"
would be consistent with their attitude. This would be true even if that
participant also indicated in 3 of 5 trials that they were "someone who
supports the death penalty,” as some participants may be ambivalent.
3) Value stimuli (e.g., “values fairness”; no value stimuli implied opposition) are
consistent with the participant’s attitude if the participant’s self-reported
endorsement of the value was any greater than 1 (labeled “Not at all”).
Results were consistent regardless of which definition I used. All seven definitions of
attitude consistency are provided in Appendix C.
Again, because the estimated models included interactions between key predictors
and the value- versus issue-stimulus indicator variable, the coefficients for moral
conviction and importance correspond to the effects of these variables on the reported
identity centrality of political issues. The effect of each variable on the reported identity
centrality of values is equal to the “main effect” coefficient plus the coefficient for the
corresponding interaction. Note that although moral conviction and importance were
scaled to range from 0 to 1, the number of characters and the block in which the stimulus
occurred were not. These were kept in their “natural” units, with number of characters
ranging from 7 to 35 and block number ranging from 1 to 5. The outcome variable ranged
from 2.48 to 3.81 log10(ms). Consistent with predictions, I found that participants tended
to respond most quickly to stimuli that referred to the values or political issues to which
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they ascribed the most moral conviction, even controlling for the personal importance of
these attitudes. The effect of moral conviction was slightly but significantly stronger for
issue stimuli (bissues = -0.053, p < .001; bvalues = -0.036, p < .001; binteraction = 0.017, p =
0.040). Participants also responded much more quickly to value stimuli than to issue
stimuli on average (b = -0.151, p < 0.001)—a noteworthy but unsurprising pattern, given
the difference in syntactic complexity across stimulus types. Estimates for this model are
presented in Table 1.2.
Table 1.2. Log-transformed reaction time as a function of moral conviction (Study 1)
b
95% CI
p
Fixed Effects
Moral Conviction
-0.053***
[-0.063, -0.043] <0.001
Importance
-0.087***
[-0.097, -0.076] <0.001
Value Stimulus
-0.151***
[-0.165, -0.138] <0.001
Moral Conviction X Value
0.017*
[0.001, 0.033]
0.040
Importance X Value
-0.036***
[-0.055, -0.017] <0.001
Number of Characters
0.003***
[0.003, 0.004]
<0.001
Stimulus’ Self-Consistency
-0.012***
[-0.017, -0.007] <0.001
Stimulus contains “Oppose”
0.091***
[0.086, 0.096]
<0.001
Block Number
-0.028***
[-0.029, -0.027] <0.001
Intercept
3.268***
[3.250, 3.287]
<0.001
Random Effects
σ2 (Intercept)
0.009
[0.007, 0.010 ]
-2 x log-likelihood
-2 X 10,420.84
2
Wald χ (degrees freedom)
26,927.99 (9)***
Note. Entries are coefficients from a multilevel linear mixed model. Number of level-1 units = 46,221;
number of level-2 units = 288.
(†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.)

When interpreting these estimates, however, recall that the outcome variable is
the base 10 logarithm of reaction time in milliseconds. To illustrate the substantive
effects of moral conviction on reaction time, I computed the average participant’s
predicted reaction time in milliseconds by (1) using the fixed portion of the model
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estimated in Table 1.2 to compute a vector of fitted values, ŷ, and (2) computing a second
vector with each element equal to 10ŷ. The dashed line in Figure 1.3 depicts these
predicted reaction times as a function of moral conviction, assuming an issue stimulus of
moderate attitude importance (0.5 of 1) that is consistent with the participant’s attitude,
includes the word “supports,” has the average number of characters within this stimulus
category (i.e., 26), and was presented in the third block of the task. The solid line in
Figure 1.3 depicts the corresponding values as a function of moral conviction for a value
stimulus of moderate attitude importance (i.e., 0.5) that is consistent with the participant’s
attitude, has the average number of characters within this category (i.e., 15), and was
presented in the third block of the task. As can be seen from the figures, the effect of
moral conviction is small—on the order of hundredths to tenths of a second—but quite
statistically reliable.
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Figure 1.3. Predicted reaction times to Me/Not Me stimuli pertaining to political issues and political values
as a function of moral conviction. Each line assumes an average trial in terms of the parameters estimated
in Table 1.2, as described in the text. Error bands indicate the 95% confidence intervals around these
estimates.

Identity centrality as a latent variable
Finally, I examined whether moral conviction predicted identity centrality as a
latent variable indicated by self-reported identity centrality and by me/not me reaction
times. Moral conviction significantly predicted each of these outcomes in the predicted
direction; however, each finding could be attributable to theoretically uninteresting
method-related factors. On the one hand, questions assessing moral conviction, attitude
importance, and identity centrality were all superficially quite similar, and asked
respondents to make fine-grained distinctions that non-psychologists might not perceive.
Administering the moral conviction and identity centrality items days apart mitigates this
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concern, but it is still possible that the relation between moral conviction and selfreported identity centrality is inflated somewhat by the similar formats via which the
questions were administered. On the other hand, reaction times during the me/not me task
might indicate the cognitive accessibility of attitudes in addition to (or instead of) the
association between attitudes and the self-concept. I would argue that identity-central
attitudes would also be chronically cognitively accessible, making these variables
difficult to disentangle using reaction times alone.
In an effort to rule out these alternative explanations for the results described
above, I estimated a multi-level structural equation model in which I entered latent
variables for within-participant moral conviction and attitude importance as predictors of
a within-participant latent identity centrality variable. The between-participant
component of the model included 4 latent factors (for moral conviction, importance,
reaction time, and self-reported identity centrality), to account for average differences in
response tendencies across participants. This model was fit to respondents’ data for
political issues only (i.e., not for values), given that I am mainly interested in individuals’
political attitudes and that the observed relations between moral conviction and both
indices of identity centrality were stronger for issues than for values. I also excluded from
analysis any me/not me responses that were inconsistent with respondents’ attitudes (by
Definition D), which might well have been errors. The latent within-participant identity
centrality variable included the (up-to) 10 reaction times observed for each issue and the
three self-report identity centrality items. My primary goal was to test whether, in the
within-participants portion of the model, the latent variable for moral conviction
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predicted the latent identity centrality variable, controlling for attitude importance. This
test indicates whether within-subject variance in moral conviction predicts what selfreported identity centrality and reaction time on the me/not me task have in common—
which, I argue, offers a reasonable index of identity centrality.
Figure 1.4 depicts the results of this structural equation model, including the
standardized factor loadings for each latent variable and the standardized path estimates.
Apart from a highly significant χ2 statistic (unsurprising given the many observations),
model fit was adequate (CFI = 0.904; RMSEA = 0.051; SRMR = 0.089 for Within, 0.080
for Between; χ2(331) = 2764, p < 0.001). As predicted, within-participant moral
conviction significantly predicted within-participant identity centrality (β = 0.267, p <
0.001).

Figure 1.4. Figure depicts a multi-level structural equation model, which estimates the effects of moral conviction and attitude importance on a latent Identity
Centrality variable of which both me/not me RT and self-reported IDC are indicators. Path estimates are standardized.
CFI = 0.908; RMSEA = 0.050; χ2(331)= 2522, p < 0.001.
†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
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Table 1.3. Average Within-Subject Descriptive Statistics for Issue Positions, Values, and Trait Descriptions
Moral conviction
Importance
Identity Centrality
Reaction Time (s)
Stimuli
Mean
SD
Mean
SD
Mean
SD
Mean
SD
Issues
0.57
0.23
0.58
0.23
0.52
0.19
1.51
0.0013
Values
0.67
0.22
0.73
0.18
0.73
0.16
0.90
0.0012
Traits
----0.63
0.24
0.87
0.0013
All
0.63
0.23
0.66
0.20
0.63
0.20
1.00
0.0013
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Discussion
In sum, I find converging evidence for my prediction that moral convictions are
tied to the self-concept. The moral conviction that participants ascribed to any given
political attitude was significantly related to how central they reported that attitude to be
to their self-image, to how quickly they identified that attitude as characteristic of
themselves, and to the variance shared across these two very different indices of identity
centrality.
A similar but weaker tendency was evident for the moral conviction that
participants ascribed to their broader values. The relatively weak effects of moral
conviction on indices of values’ identity centrality may be partly attributable to the fact
that participants reported less variable degrees of moral conviction and identity centrality
across values than they did across issues. See Table 1.3. Perhaps the relation between
moral conviction and identity centrality is difficult to observe among values because of
ceiling effects on my scales. Or, perhaps the relation between moral conviction and
identity centrality really is weaker among values because moralizing values does not
afford the same identity-expressive benefits; regarding “kindness” as a moral good surely
does less to distinguish a person from others than regarding the legality of abortion as
morally necessary. That said, a definitive explanation of the difference between values
and political issues in this regard is beyond the scope of my dissertation. I included
values as stimuli to guard against the possibility that individuals might not attach their
identities to objects as concrete and specific as their attitudes toward political issues,
regardless of whether they saw these issues in moral terms. That possibility did not bear
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out empirically—66% of participants in Study 1 reported the maximum possible degree
of identity centrality for at least one of their political issue positions, and 99.5% reported
at least the mid-point score on identity centrality for at least one issue. In Study 2,
therefore, I focus exclusively on political issues.
Study 2
Analytic Strategy
Results from Study 1 were consistent with my first hypothesis: Moral convictions
comprise a part of individuals’ identities. The purpose of Study 2 was to test my second
and third hypotheses: that attitudes that people view as moral convictions comprise a
relatively central social identity, and that (social) identification accounts for the social
and political intolerance that people show for those who don’t share their moral
convictions.
The “Who said what?” task and Hypothesis 2. My hypothesis that moral
convictions are social identities derives in large part from the idea that shared morality
signals, reinforces, and delimits shared group membership—that group cohesion might
even be a major evolutionary function of moral beliefs. To test this idea, I used the
procedures from Study 1 in conjunction with the “Who said what?” (WSW) task.
In this task, participants are typically presented with a photograph of an individual
(a “target”) paired with a brief quotation attributed to that individual. At the same time,
targets are either verbally described or pictorially depicted as possessing some
characteristic or set of characteristics (e.g., gender, race, deservingness of social welfare)
that identifies them as belonging to some meaningful social category. After a brief
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distractor task, participants are asked to recall which target said what. Respondents are
inferred to have mentally—though perhaps not intentionally—sorted the targets by
category if they are more likely to misattribute statements from one category member to
another member of the same category. For example, if the targets differ in terms of their
race, and participants misattribute statements made by African-American targets to other
African-American targets rather than to, say, European-American targets, they are
inferred to have categorized the targets by race. This pattern would mean that the number
of within-category errors exceeded the number of between-category errors. I predict that
when perceivers hold a moral conviction about a political issue position, and when
presented with targets who vary in their positions on that issue, perceivers will encode
those positions as a social category much as they would the race or gender of the target.
The WSW task also permits me to test the strength of moral convictions as social
categories. The difference between the within- and between-category error rates on the
task yields an effect size that indicates the strength of a social category’s influence on
person perception. This effect size estimate can in turn be used to compare the strength of
social categorization effects across different contexts and different types of social
categories (Kinzler, Shutts, DeJesus, & Spelke, 2009; Kurzban, Tooby, & Cosmides,
2001; Petersen, 2012; Pietraszewski, Curry, Petersen, Cosmides, & Tooby, 2015). When
two sets of categories are presented together (e.g., race and basketball team membership;
Kurzban et al., 2001), and the number of within-category errors for one dimension (say,
team membership) exceeds the number of within-category errors for the other dimension
(race, in this case), we can infer that subjects tended to categorize the targets more in
terms of the first dimension than the second (team membership rather than race). In Study
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2, I expect moral convictions to be a stronger basis for social categorization than nonmoral attitudes.
In prior work, scholars have also compared categorization effect sizes across
experimental conditions to make arguments about the types of social categories that
certain characteristics represent. For instance, Kurzban et al. (2001) found that providing
salient visual cues that targets belonged to one of two rival basketball teams dramatically
reduced the extent to which participants categorized targets by their race, compared to a
condition in which team membership was not visible. Based on these findings, the
authors argued that the tendency to categorize others by race (and therefore perhaps some
forms of racial bias) stem from an evolved mechanism for detecting “coalitions” or
“alliances”—a fundamental and only partly conscious tendency to perceive patterns of
allegiance and enmity in the social environment. Pietraszewski et al. (2015) argued that
political party identification serves the same evolved function. In support of this idea,
they found that information about targets’ party identification reduced perceivers’
tendency to categorize targets by race, just as basketball jerseys had.
Given the intense intergroup antipathy and mutual distrust that differences in
moral conviction tend to provoke, it seems likely that moral convictions define not just
social identities in general, but “alliance” membership in particular. Just as people
perceive comrades among those who share their goals or physical characteristics, they
may naturally feel an allegiance with those who share their moral beliefs. If so, then
perceivers should encode targets’ race less strongly when they are presented with
information about targets’ moral convictions than when they are not.
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My hypothesis that moral convictions are social identities can be decomposed into
the following more specific, operational predictions, each of which can be tested using
the WSW task: (Hypothesis 2a) targets’ moral convictions will be encoded as social
categories, (Hypothesis 2b) moral convictions will be encoded more strongly as social
categories than will non-moral attitudes, (Hypothesis 2c) the tendency to encode moral
convictions as a social category is attributable to (i.e., partly mediated by) the tendency to
identify with those beliefs (as indicated by self-reported identity centrality and me/not me
reaction time), and (Hypothesis 2d) information about moral convictions will reduce the
encoding of race as a social category.
Hypothesis 3: Explaining social and political intolerance. To examine whether
identification with moral convictions can account for the intolerance that characterizes
moral disagreement, I combined the WSW task and instruments from Study 1 with a
survey-based paradigm previously used by Skitka and colleagues (Skitka, Bauman, &
Sargis, 2005; Skitka, et al., 2012) to assess the effects of moral conviction on tolerance of
disagreement. By examining the indirect effects of moral conviction on intolerance via
identity centrality and the social categorization effect size I describe above, I can quantify
the covariance between participants’ reported intolerance and their tendency to define
themselves and others in terms of their most cherished moral convictions. I predict that
the indirect effects of moral conviction through these variables should account for much
of the relation between moral conviction and intolerance.
Method
Participants
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Participants in Study 1 were recruited from the University of Minnesota
Psychology Department’s REP pool and from the Carlson School of Management’s paid
subject pool. REP participants were given the option of participating for either course
credit or $10, whereas all Carlson School participants were paid. The vast majority of
recruited participants were therefore University of Minnesota students, though some nonstudents occasionally participate in the Carlson pool.
The initially recruited sample was screened, however, to facilitate the construction
of the WSW task. To test Hypothesis 2, targets in the WSW task had to vary in their
position on two issues, with one issue implicating a moral conviction for any given
participant and the other implicating a non-moral attitude. Participants were therefore
only eligible for full participation in Study 2 if, in an initial screening survey, they
reported high levels of moral conviction regarding at least one and fewer than three of
the following issues: the death penalty, gun control, and free market economics.6 Of the
991 participants who completed the screening questionnaire, 540 (54.5%) were eligible.
Of those eligible participants, 407 (75.4%) attended their scheduled lab session. Thus,
41.1% of recruited individuals participated in the full study. Because ineligible
participants did still complete measures of their political attitudes and moral convictions,
I could test whether analyzed participants differed significantly from recruited

6

The death penalty and gun control were selected as focal stimuli in the WSW task because Study 1
indicated that moral conviction regarding these issues tended to be relatively weakly correlated with
partisanship (unlike, for example, protecting the environment), and that a fair number of individuals
moralized one but not the other. Free market economics was added as a focal issue because very few
participants in Study 1 reported it as a moral conviction. Including it allowed me to increase the size of my
eligible sample considerably, as it served as the non-moral issue for those individuals who did moralize
both gun control and the death penalty. In short, using these issues allowed me to recruit a reasonably large
sample that was not homogeneous in political orientation.
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participants in the average intensity of their moral convictions and in the overall
ideological lean of their political attitudes.
Analyzed participants (i.e., those who met criteria for inclusion in the full study
and in my analyses) tended to report somewhat lower degrees of moral conviction across
issues than did recruited participants (i.e., all participants who were recruited and
completed the first online questionnaire, including those who were and those who were
not ultimately included in my analyses; M = 3.26 vs M = 3.40 on the 5 point scale, t(989)
= 3.42, p < 0.001). Analyzed participants also tended to report slightly more liberal
political attitudes than did recruited subjects (M = 3.75 vs M = 3.93 on the 9 point scale,
t(989) = 2.68, p < 0.01). I address the potential issues introduced by these differences in
the results section below.
Demographic information is unavailable for subjects who did not complete the
full study. Our analyzed subjects, though, were again relatively young (M = 20 years, SD
= 2.86), mostly women (n = 296 women, n = 103 men, 4 other, 4 declined to answer),
and most likely to identify as White or Asian (65% White, 23% Asian/Asian American,
2% Black/African American, 2% Latino, < 1% Native American, and 6% identifying
with multiple racial groups).
About 71% of analyzed participants identified with or leaned toward the
Democratic Party, 18% leaned or identified as Republican, and 10% reported feeling no
closer to either major political party. Sixty-three participants (about 15% of the sample)
reported not being U.S. citizens, many of whom were likely students from other countries
studying in Minnesota. Again, non-citizens were included in analyses.
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Measures and Materials
Measures from Study 1. Participants’ moral convictions (average α = 0.92),
issue positions, and the importance (average α = 0.88) and identity centrality (average α =
0.81) of these attitudes were assessed in the same manner as in Study 1. So too were trait
adjectives and their identity centrality (average α = 0.75), ideology (α = 0.83), party
identification, and demographics. Values and their characteristics were not assessed.
Participants also completed the same me/not me task as in Study 1, with the exception
that value stimuli were omitted from the task.
“Who said what?” task. The WSW task took one of two different forms for each
participant. In the baseline condition, targets varied only in terms of their race and in the
actual statements that they made. No information concerning their attitudes was included.
This condition permits me to estimate a baseline effect size for social categorization by
race. In the attitude condition, targets’ race and their supposed attitudes on two issues
were presented. One of these issues represented a moral conviction of the participant’s
(i.e., an issue with a moral conviction scale score above the midpoint; the moral issue).
The other issue did not put at stake a moral conviction (i.e., an issue with a moral
conviction scale score below the midpoint; the non-moral issue). Both conditions
included statements about each issue, but only the attitude condition included statements
that indicated targets’ attitudes about those issues.
Participants in both conditions were presented with a series of digital “slides.” On
each slide, a picture of an individual was paired with a brief statement supposedly spoken
by that individual. Each photograph appeared three times, each time with a different
statement. Each participant saw the same 8 targets (4 White men, 4 Black men), whose
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photographs were drawn from the Chicago Face Database and matched as closely as
possible with respect to apparent age and attractiveness. One of each target’s statements
told a vague, meandering “filler” story unrelated to politics (e.g., “I’m sure her two jobs
paid for a lot. It did affect our day to day lives in a lot of ways […]”).7 Another statement
always pertained to that participant’s moral issue, and the remaining statement pertained
to the non-moral issue. Recall that 3 issues could have filled either the moral or nonmoral role for each participant: gun control, the death penalty, or free market economics.
Because both gun control and the death penalty are “social” issues and thus more readily
comparable, all subjects who regarded one but not the other as a moral issue completed a
WSW task that was built around those two issues. The WSW task included only stimuli
related to free market economics for those participants who moralized both gun control
and the death penalty but not free market economics (n = 229) and for those relatively
uncommon participants who moralized free market economics but not gun control or the
death penalty (n = 13). Images and statements were paired at random. The content of
filler statements did not vary across conditions.
In the baseline condition, targets’ political statements offered issue-related
platitudes that provided no indication of their attitudes (e.g., “There are risks when the
government intervenes in the economy, and there are risks when we leave the markets to
their own devices. There are potential benefits too.”). Slides appeared in random order in
this condition.

7

Filler statements were a subset of stimuli used by Pietraszewski and Schwartz (2014) in their own WSW
task.
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Following Pietraszewski et al. (2015) the attitude condition employed the same
statements as the baseline condition, except that the political platitudes from the baseline
condition were followed by an expression of the target’s opinion on the issue (e.g., “[…]
Personally, I think we should just do away with the death penalty entirely,” “[…] I think
that guns aren’t the problem – criminals are. Stricter gun laws won’t solve anything.”).
Targets’ race was fully crossed with possible stances on each attitude. Ultimately, then, in
the attitude condition:
1) Each target individual took a stance on both issues.
2) Each possible combination of issue stances (i.e., consistently conservative,
consistently liberal, conservative on the moral issue/liberal on the non-moral
issue, liberal on the moral issue/conservative on the non-moral issue)
characterized exactly two targets—one Black, the other White.
3) Four unique but attitudinally congruent statements were used to describe each
stance on each issue, with one statement ascribed to exactly one (randomly
assigned) target.
In the attitude condition, slides appeared in random order with the constraint that
the first 8 slides always depicted exemplars of every possible combination of the three
social categories (race, moral issue position, non-moral issue position), so as to prevent
participants from using imaginary correlations between categories to encode or recall
targets. That is, the first 8 slides depicted 2 White and 2 Black targets, each of whom
expressed one conservative and one liberal stance, with conservatism and liberalism on
each issue crossed with race.
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After participants saw all 24 slides, they performed a brief distractor task in which
they were asked to think of a food beginning with each letter of the alphabet. Following
that, participants were provided with photos of all of the target individuals and asked to
indicate which of those people said each of the 24 statements. Participants are not warned
of this recall task in advance. All photos were presented simultaneously and available
throughout the recall task, but participants viewed the sentences and attributed them to a
target one at a time. All stimuli used in the WSW task, including statements and target
images, are provided in Appendix D.
Kurzban et al. (2001) note that this task is a difficult one, but that this difficulty is
analytically useful. The variables I derive from the WSW task are the differences between
within-category errors and between-category errors for each potential social category
(i.e, race, moral issue position, non-moral issue position), with larger, positive
differences indicating greater encoding of the social category. Thus, the analysis assumes
that participants make a large number of errors. To compute strength of each social
category, I followed the differencing procedure outlined by Kurzban et al. (2001), which
I describe in more detail in the results section.
Measures of Intolerance. I measured social intolerance using Skitka et al.’s
(2005) social distance measure, which asks respondents how willing or unwilling they
would be to maintain a number of different kinds of social relationships (e.g., coworker,
romantic partner) with people who do not share their views on a given issue (average α =
0.95). See Appendix A for a full list of items.
To measure political intolerance I use Skitka et al.’s (2012) adaptation of the
“least liked group” measure (e.g., Sullivan, Piereson, & Marcus, 1979), which asks

49

respondents the extent to which they agree or disagree that people who do not share their
views on a particular issue should be surveilled, censored, or repressed in various ways
(average α = 0.86). Again, the full text of these items is provided in Appendix A.
Procedure
Like Study 1, Study 2 included two parts. The first, which was again administered
online, served to separate measures of moral conviction from other outcomes (e.g., selfreported identity centrality, political intolerance) and to screen participants for the second
session. It included measures of attitudes, trait adjectives, moral conviction, and attitude
importance. The second part, which was administered in the lab, included the me/not me
task, WSW task, and questions assessing identity centrality, social and political
intolerance, political orientation, and demographics. The lab session always began with a
survey assessing identity centrality, after which participants completed the me/not me and
WSW task in random order, and the session always ended with a survey assessing
intolerance, political orientation, and demographics.
Individuals who participated in the second session of the study before November
15, 2017 were randomly assigned to either the race-only or the attitude condition of the
WSW task. All participants after this date were assigned to the attitude condition, given
that Hypotheses 2a, 2b, 2c, and 3 can only be tested among attitude-condition
participants.
Apart from the addition of the new measures and screening criteria, Study 2’s
procedure differed from Study 1’s only in the time at which attitude importance was
assessed. In Study 1, I measured importance in the second session, potentially yielding a
liberal estimate of its association with identity centrality and a conservative estimate of
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its relation to moral conviction. In Study 2, I measured importance in the first session,
which likely yields a conservative estimate of its association with identity centrality and a
liberal estimate of its relation to moral conviction. Neither strategy is perfect, but both
provide different and conservative tests of the unique association between moral
conviction and identity centrality.
Results
Dealing with Selection Effects
As mentioned above, participants whose responses I analyzed reported
significantly less intense moral conviction and more liberal policy attitudes than did the
full group of participants whom I initially recruited. I am not particularly concerned with
the former difference, which would only bias my estimates of the effects of moral
conviction if these effects were non-linear. Following existing research in this area, I
assume the effect of moral conviction on all outcomes (i.e., identity centrality, social
categorization, and intolerance) to be roughly linear, and residual plots from select
analyses offer no evidence that this assumption has been violated. Therefore, I do not
attempt to compensate for the lower levels of moral conviction among analyzed
participants compared to recruited participants. The fact that the full sample tended to
report less liberal issue attitudes than the analyzed subgroup is potentially more
problematic. Although existing research on moral conviction has not found its effects to
vary by political orientation (Skitka, Morgan, & Wisneski, 2015), it is nonetheless
conceivable that the psychological concomitants of moral conviction depend on
individuals’ party identification, ideology, or the traits that predispose individuals to
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adopt those political attachments. I therefore test party identification and ideology as
moderators of the effect of moral conviction in each of the analyses I present below. In
doing so, I both explore the possibility that my screening criteria biased my results and
provide a preliminary test of whether my findings are likely to generalize in groups with
less liberal political leanings than University of Minnesota students.
Replicating Study 1
Because Study 2 included nearly all of the measures used in Study 1, I was able to
test whether the results of the first study were replicated in this second sample.
First, as in Study 1, I estimated a multi-level linear model in which moral
conviction and attitude importance were entered as predictors of the self-reported identity
centrality of participants’ political attitudes. Again, I assumed the effects of importance
and moral conviction to be fixed, but allowed the intercept to vary randomly across
subjects. Consistent with my predictions and with results from Study 1, the moral
conviction that subjects ascribed to a given issue attitude significantly predicted reported
identity centrality (b = 0.306, p < .001), even controlling for the effect of importance
(which in this study was slightly weaker than that of moral conviction; b = 0.262, p <
0.001).
Because analyzed participants tended to be more politically liberal than recruited
participants, however, estimates in this model may be biased if the effects of moral
conviction (or importance) depend on individuals’ political orientation. To account for
this possibility, I estimated two additional models: one that included interaction terms
between party identification and both predictors, and another that instead used ideology
as a moderator. Neither variable significantly moderated the effect of moral conviction on
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self-reported identity centrality (bparty = -0.056, p = 0.117; bideology = -0.040, p = 0.408).
Thus, we have some evidence that moral conviction predicts identity centrality among
both liberals and conservatives, and that the greater rates at which liberals were eligible
to participate in my study did not introduce much bias in this particular analysis. Table
2.1 provides the estimates for each of these models, and Figure 2.1 illustrates the
consistent effects of moral conviction across partisan and ideological groups.

Table 2.1. Self-reported identity centrality as a function of moral conviction (Study 2)
Model 1
b
Fixed Effects
Moral
Conviction
Importance
Party
Identification
MC
X Party ID
Importance X
Party ID

Model 2
b

95% CI

Model 3

95% CI

p

p

0.306***

[0.284, 0.328]

<0.001

0.322***

[0.290, 0.355]

<0.001

0.318***

[0.278,0.358]

<0.001

0.262***

[0.238, 0.287]

<0.001

0.266***

[0.231, 0.300]

<0.001

0.260***

[0.217,0.302]

<0.001

-0.038

[-0.094, 0.018]

0.188

-0.056

[-0.126, 0.014]

0.117

-0.022

[-0.100, 0.057]

0.586
-0.101*

[-0.178,-0.024]

0.010

-0.040

[-0.136,0.055]

0.408

0.001

[-0.105,0.107]

0.986

0.263***

[0.233,0.293]

<0.001

Ideology
MC
X Ideology
Importance X
Ideology
Intercept

0.228***

[0.211, 0.245]

0.012

[0.010, 0.014 ]

<0.001

0.241***

[0.217, 0.265]

<0.001

b

95% CI

p

Random Effects
σ2 (Intercept)

0.012

[0.010, 0.014 ]

0.011

[0.010, 0.013]

-2 x log-likelihood

-2 X 1240.36

-2 X 1250.93

-2 X 1251.12

Wald χ2 (degrees freedom)

2669.14 (2)***

2700.43 (5)***

2699.57 (5)***

N Level-1 units

4052

4052

4052

N Level-2 units

407

407

407

Note. Entries are coefficients from a multilevel linear mixed model. (†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.)
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Self-Reported Identity Centrality as a Function of Moral Conviction

Figure 2.1. Predicted identity centrality as a function of moral conviction and political orientation. Lines correspond to the fixed portion of Model 2 (left panel)
and Model 3 (right panel) from Table 2.1. Error bands indicate the 95% Confidence Intervals around these estimates.
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Second, I examined the link between moral conviction and log-transformed
me/not me reaction time among participants in Study 2.8 As in Study 1, I estimated a
series of multi-level linear models with random intercepts for each participant and fixed
effects for moral conviction, attitude importance, and stimulus-level control variables
(i.e., block number, number of characters, presence versus absence of the word “oppose,”
consistency with participant’s attitude). These models varied only in the definition of
attitude consistency that they employed. Because results did not vary across models, I
present results from the one that used Definition D. Consistent with Study 1 and with
predictions, the moral conviction that participants’ reported in connection with a political
issue significantly and negatively predicted reaction time to stimuli related to that issue (b
= -0.053, p < 0.001). Estimates from this model are presented in the first 3 columns of
Table 2.2.
Again, though, this estimate might have been biased by my selection criteria.
Thus, I ran the same set of models with party identification and then ideology as
moderators of the effects of moral conviction and importance. Estimates for these models
are provided in the rightmost columns of Table 2.2. They reveal significant moderating
effects of party identification (b = 0.046, p < 0.001) and of ideology (b = 0.068, p <
0.001), such that the effects of moral conviction were significantly stronger among leftleaning respondents than among those on the political right. To illustrate these effects in
substantive terms, I compute the average participant’s predicted reaction time using the
8

The criteria I used to identify and exclude outliers were the same as in Study 1, with included responses
ranging from 300 ms to 6.5s. Recall that the 6.5s cutoff was data-dependent and therefore was only the
same across studies by coincidence (in fact, the cutoff was 6,506 in Study 1 and 6,540 ms in Study 2 ). I
also repeated all tests of reaction-time hypotheses using a reciprocal square root transformation of the
latency variable. Results were substantively identical to those I obtained using the log transformation.
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same technique as in Study 1—using the fixed portion of the models in Table 2.2 to
compute a vector of fitted values, raising 10 to the power of each of those values, and
plotting the result as a function of moral conviction and political orientation in Figure 2.2.
The figure therefore depicts predicted response latencies in milliseconds—for the average
participant’s response in a hypothetical trial in block number 3 in which the stimulus is of
moderate attitude importance (0.5 of 1), consistent with the participant’s attitude,
includes the word “supports,” and has the average number of characters within this
stimulus category (26). The solid line and dashed line in the left panel of Figure 2.2 show
the predicted response latencies for “not so strong” Democrats and Republicans,
respectively. The same lines in the right panel of Figure 2.2 show the predicted response
latencies those with an average score of “liberal” (0.167 out of 1) and “conservative”
(0.833 out of 1) on my composite ideology scale. Although moral conviction did predict
response latency among each of these groups, it made more of a difference for Democrats
and liberals (about 0.2 seconds across its full range) than it did for Republicans and
conservatives (between 0.05 and 0.1 seconds across its full range). The implications are
twofold. First, my estimates of the association between moral conviction and me/not me
reaction time may be somewhat inflated in this study. Second, the psychological
correlates of moral conviction might differ across ideological groups. I return to both
points in the discussion.9

9

Having found this difference, I also examined party identification and ideology as moderators of the key
findings in Study 1. Neither moderated the relation between moral conviction and self-reported identity
centrality or the relation between moral conviction and me/not me reaction time overall. However, both
moderated the relation between moral conviction and reaction time in a model that included only responses
to political issue stimuli. The substantive pattern of the moderation was much the same as it was in Study 2,
though differences across the political spectrum were somewhat weaker in Study 1.

Table 2.2. Log-transformed reaction time as a function of moral conviction (Study 2)
Model 1
b

Model 2

95% CI

p

b

95% CI

Model 3
p

b

95% CI

p

Fixed Effects
Moral Conviction

-0.053***

[-0.062, -0.045]

<0.001

-0.067***

[-0.079, -0.055]

<0.001

-0.076***

[-0.091, -0.061]

<0.001

Importance

-0.086***

[-0.095, -0.077]

<0.001

-0.107***

[-0.120, -0.094]

<0.001

-0.118***

[-0.134, -0.102]

<0.001

Party ID

-0.087***

[-0.124, -0.050]

<0.001

MC X Party ID

0.046***

[0.020, 0.073]

<0.001

Imp. X Party ID

0.080***

[0.051, 0.110]

<0.001

Ideology

-0.121***

[-0.172, -0.070]

<0.001

MC X Ideology

0.068***

[0.033, 0.104]

<0.001

Imp. X Ideology

0.111***

[0.071, 0.151]

<0.001

# of Characters
Stim. SelfConsistency
Stim. contains
“Oppose”

0.003***

[0.003, 0.003]

<0.001

0.003***

[0.002, 0.003]

<0.001

0.003***

[0.002, 0.003]

<0.001

-0.009***

[-0.013, -0.005]

<0.001

-0.009***

[-0.013, -0.005]

<0.001

-0.009***

[-0.013, -0.005]

<0.001

0.096***

[0.091, 0.100]

<0.001

0.095***

[0.091, 0.100]

<0.001

0.095***

[0.091, 0.100]

<0.001

Block Number

-0.030***

[-0.032, -0.029]

<0.001

-0.030***

[-0.032, -0.029]

<0.001

-0.030***

[-0.032, -0.029]

<0.001

Intercept

3.269***

[3.252, 3.285]

<0.001

3.298***

[3.278, 3.319]

<0.001

3.312***

[3.288, 3.336]

<0.001

0.011

[0.009, 0.012 ]

Random Effects
σ2 (Intercept)

0.011

[0.010, 0.012 ]

0.011

[0.010, 0.013 ]

-2 x log-likelihood

-2 X 9272.45

-2 X 9313.20

-2 X 9316.38

Wald χ2 (degrees freedom)

6203.31 (6)***

6297.48 (9)***

6305.06 (9)***

N Level-1 units

39,684

39,684

39,684

N Level-2 units

407

407

407

Note. Entries are coefficients from multilevel linear mixed models. (†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.)
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Reaction Time as a function of Moral Conviction

Figure 2.2. Predicted reaction time as a function of moral conviction and political orientation. Lines correspond to the fixed portion of Model 2 (left panel) and
Model 3 (right panel) from Table 2.2, with predicted values converted to milliseconds. Error bands indicate the 95% confidence intervals around these
predictions.
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Finally, I estimated a structural equation model identical to that in Study 1 to test
whether moral conviction predicts a latent identity-centrality factor that manifests itself in
self-reported identity centrality and me/not me reaction time. The results of this analysis
were very similar to those in Study 1. Model fit was again adequate, besides the highly
significant χ2 statistic (CFI = 0.904; RMSEA = 0.052; SRMR = 0.084 for Within, 0.116
for Between; χ2(331) = 3878, p < 0.001). And once again, within-participant moral
conviction significantly predicted within-participant identity centrality (β = 0.415, p <
0.001)—to a somewhat greater extent than in Study 1. See Figure 2.3.
To account for the potentially biasing effects of political orientation, I also
estimated the same model again using a pair of multiple-group structural equation
models—one in which I split the sample by ideology, and another in which I split the
sample by party identification. Because so many of my participants leaned toward the
political left, and because I was primarily interested in the possibility that political
orientation biased my results—and not, for instance, in identifying fundamental
differences between Republicans/conservatives and Democrats/liberals—I dichotomized
party identification and ideology such that all participants to the left of the midpoint were
classified as Democrats (n = 290) or liberals (n = 308), and all participants at or to the
right of the midpoint were classified as non-Democrats (n = 117) or non-liberals (n =
99). In a multiple-groups model in which the groups were defined by their dichotomized
party identification, model fit was significantly better when all parameters were estimated
freely than when within-participant parameters were constrained to equality across
groups (Satorra-Bentler Scaled χ2(4) = 26.01, p < 0.001). The freely estimated model
showed adequate fit overall, though the χ2 statistic was again highly significant (CFI =
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0.904; RMSEA = 0.052; SRMR = 0.088 for Within, 0.088 for Between; χ2(712) = 4438, p
< 0.001). The resulting models for Democrats and non-Democrats are depicted in Figure
2.4a and 2.4b, respectively. The analogous multiple-groups model I estimated by splitting
participants by ideology produced estimates very similar in their magnitude and
significance; therefore, I focus on the model in which participants were split by party
identification (See Appendix F for models split by ideology). I was most interested in the
effects of moral conviction on identity centrality. Among Democrats, this effect was in
the predicted direction and statistically significant (β = 0.418, p < 0.001), and comparable
in magnitude to the overall effects found in Study 1 and in the single-group model in
Study 2. Among non-Democrats, this effect was again significant and in the predicted
direction (β = 0.390, p < 0.001) but was somewhat weaker. Still, a clear connection
emerged between moral conviction and the latent identity centrality variable within both
groups.

Figure 2.3. Figure depicts a multi-level structural equation model estimated using all eligible participants (i.e., not divided by party or ideology). Path estimates
are standardized.
2
CFI = 0.904; RMSEA = 0.052; χ (331)= 3878, p < 0.001.
†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
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Figure 2.4a.. Figure depicts a multi-level structural equation model from a multiple-groups model in which participants were grouped by party identification into
Democrats and non-Democrats. The above model is for the Democrat group. Path estimates are standardized.
2
CFI = 0.904; RMSEA = 0.052; χ (712)= 4438 , p < 0.001.
†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
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Figure 2.4b.. Figure depicts a multi-level structural equation model from a multiple-groups model in which participants were grouped by party identification into
Democrats and non-Democrats. The above model is for the non-Democrat group, which included both Republicans and Independents who leaned either toward
the Republican Party or neither major party. Path estimates are standardized.
2
CFI = 0.904; RMSEA = 0.052; χ (712)= 4438 , p < 0.001.
†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
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Moral Conviction as a Social Identity
In short, both Study 1 and Study 2 provide strong evidence that moral convictions
are more central to individuals’ identities than are non-moral attitudes. I next tested
whether moral convictions are social identities—that is, whether individuals’ moral
convictions guide both how they think about themselves and how they perceive and relate
to others.
Are moral convictions encoded as social categories? (Hypothesis 2a) If moral
convictions define social identities, then they should define subjectively meaningful
social categories. When someone holds a moral conviction about a political issue, she
should notice others’ positions on that issue and should cognitively group those others
according to their positions. The WSW task allows me to assess the strength of the social
categories defined by participants’ moral convictions. Recall that the strength of social
categories in the WSW task is quantified by the difference between within-category and
between-category errors in recall for a given dimension of categorization (i.e., targets’
race, position on the moral issue, and position on the non-moral issue).
Kurzban et al. (2001) outline a procedure for computing the size of this difference
(see also Taylor, Fiske, Etcoff, & Ruderman, 1978). Before computation, the number of
within-and between-category errors must be corrected for different base rates. Because
one within-category response is necessarily correct, there are fewer possible ways for
participants to make within-category errors than between-category errors, making the raw
difference between the numbers of each error type misleading.10 I therefore multiplied the
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number of between-category errors for each category dimension by 0.75, and Take, for
example, targets’ race. There were 4 Black targets and 4 White targets. Suppose a subject
is asked to indicate which target said a statement that was originally paired with a Black
target. They might misattribute this statement to one of the 4 White targets, or to one of
the 3 Black targets who were not paired with the statement. Or, they might correctly
attribute the statement to the one correct Black target. The number of possible withincategory errors that participants can make in any given trial of the recall task is thus only
75% of the number of between-category errors that they can make on that trial. To
account for this discrepancy, I multiplied the number of between-category errors for each
category dimension by 0.75, effectively down-weighting between-category errors to
account for the 25% lower base rate at which within-category errors occur. I then
examined the difference between the number of within-category errors and this adjusted
number of between-category errors. I used a paired-samples t-test to perform this
comparison. The difference in error counts was significant, such that participants tended
to make significantly more within-category errors (M = 13.03, SD = 2.54) than betweencategory errors (Mcorrected = 8.22, SDcorrected = 1.91; Muncorrected = 10.96, SDuncorrected = 2.54;
t(295) = 18.63, p < 0.001). From this t-statistic, it is also possible to derive a standardized
effect size r (ranging from 0 to 1) indicating how strongly participants encoded the
dimension on average:
𝑡2
√
𝑟= 2
𝑡 + (2𝑁 − 2)
This effect size was r = 0.61 for the moral issue, suggesting that participants
manifested a strong tendency to categorize others according to their position on an issue
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that the participant construed as a moral conviction. Moreover, this categorization effect
size was comparably strong among Democrats (r = 0.60), Republicans (r = 0.64), liberals
(r = 0.60), and conservatives (r = 0.63), suggesting that moral convictions define
meaningful social categories for those on the left and right, and that the liberal slant of
my analyzed sample probably did not introduce much bias in this analysis.
Are moral convictions encoded more strongly than non-moral attitudes?
(Hypothesis 2b) I predicted not only that moral convictions would define social
categories, but that the categories defined by moral conviction would be encoded more
strongly than those defined by non-moral attitudes. The categorization effect size r
described above facilitates this comparison. To test for significant differences among rs, I
transform them using Fisher’s r to Z transformation; the distributional properties of Z
make this statistic better suited to significance tests. Contrary to my predictions, this test
did not reveal a significant difference (two-tailed p > 0.25) between the r for the moral
issue (r = 0.61) and that for the non-moral issue (r = 0.55). Nor did this difference attain
significance among Republicans, Democrats, conservatives, or liberals (all two-tailed ps
> 0.25). The social categorization effect sizes for the moral and non-moral issue among
each political subgroup are presented in terms of r and t in Table 2.3.
Table 2.3. Strength of “Who said what?" Social Categories in the Attitude Condition
Moral
Among…

Nonmoral

t(df)

p

r

t(df)

8.69(58)

<0.001

0.63

6.53(58)

15.83(220)

<0.001

0.60

8.59(54)

<0.001

0.64

…Democrats

15.43(212)

<0.001

…all participants

18.63(295)

<0.001

…conservatives
…liberals
…Republicans

p

Race
r

t(df)

p

r

<0.001

0.52

4.58(58)

<0.001

0.39

13.51(220)

<0.001

0.54

15.64(220)

<0.001

0.60

7.20(54)

<0.001

0.57

4.85(54)

<0.001

0.42

0.60

13.58(212)

<0.001

0.55

15.27(212)

<0.001

0.60

0.61

15.80(295)

<0.001

0.55

16.10(295)

<0.001

0.55
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Testing the difference between the overall r for the moral issue and the overall r
for the non-moral issue is only the beginning, however, as this test does not fully account
for within-participant variance in moral conviction scores. First, each r collapses across
participants, discarding information about how strongly each individual participant
categorized targets by their position on the moral issue relative to his or her position on
the non-moral issue. Second, it dichotomizes moral conviction, discarding information
about participants’ degree of moral conviction regarding each issue. I therefore estimate a
series of multi-level linear models that examine whether within-participant variance in
moral conviction predicted within-participant variance in social categorization. Each
participant’s tendency to categorize targets by each dimension (i.e., moral, non-moral) is
quantified by the corrected difference between within- and between-category errors along
that dimension. This analysis is therefore analogous to that used above to predict the selfreported identity centrality of issue attitudes. Above, I entered moral conviction and
attitude importance as predictors of identity centrality across 10 issues for each
participant. Here, I enter moral conviction and attitude importance as predictors of social
categorization across two issues for each participant. Again, I allow for a random
intercept across participants but treat the effects of moral conviction and importance as
fixed.
Contrary to my predictions, the moral conviction that participants ascribed to an
issue did not predict the extent to which they categorized targets by their position on that
issue (b = 0.362, p > 0.25). The effect of importance was also nonsignificant (b = 0.378, p
> 0.25). Neither of these null effects was moderated by party identification or ideology
(all ps > 0.25).
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Given the strong relation I observed between moral conviction and identity
centrality in both Study 1 and Study 2, these null effects raised the question of whether
error rates on the WSW task were independent of identity centrality. Does social
categorization on this task actually have anything to do with identification? I have
assumed the two would be related, but previous work has not actually demonstrated any
such relation. I therefore estimated the same multi-level linear models as above, adding
self-reported identity centrality as a predictor of social categorization. The coefficient for
identity centrality was positive and significant (b = 2.426, p = 0.010)11, suggesting (1)
that the strength of social categories in the WSW task is related participants’
identification with those categories and (2) that moral conviction may exert an indirect
effect on social categorization via its effect on identity centrality. The effect of identity
centrality on social categorization was not moderated by party identification or ideology.
Estimates the above analyses are provided in Tables 2.4 and 2.5.

11

The coefficient for identity centrality was not significant in models in which its effect was allowed to
vary as a function of party identification and ideology because, in these models, the coefficient is estimated
at the minimum value of each moderator—so, among strong Democrats and very liberal participants. I
retain these variables’ 0-1 coding for the sake of consistency across models. When they are instead mean
centered, the coefficient for identity centrality is significant across all three models.

Table 2.4. Social Categorization by Issue as a Function of Moral Conviction
Model 1
b

95% CI

Model 2
p

b

95% CI

Model 3
p

b

95% CI

p

Fixed Effects
Moral Conviction

0.362

[-0.950, 1.674]

0.589

0.129

[-1.833,2.092]

0.897

1.184

[-1.272,3.640]

0.345

Importance

0.378

[-1.127, 1.884]

0.622

0.964

[-1.208,3.137]

0.384

0.455

[-2.202,3.112]

0.737

Party ID

1.161

[-1.583,3.905]

0.407

MC X Party ID

0.472

[-3.745,4.689]

0.826

Imp. X Party ID

-1.839

[-6.482,2.804]

0.438

Ideology

2.689

[-1.067,6.445]

0.161

MC X Ideology

-2.341

[-7.969,3.288]

0.415

Imp. X Ideology

-0.589

[-6.837,5.659]

0.853

3.367***

[1.950,4.784]

<0.001

Intercept

4.231***

[3.430, 5.031]

4.896

[2.951, 8.123]

<0.001

3.914***

[2.834,4.994]

<0.001

Random Effects
σ2 (Intercept)

4.926

[2.978, 8.148]

4.855

[2.918, 8.075]

-2 x log-likelihood

-2 X -1735.72

-2 X 1735.16

-2 X -1734.41

Wald χ2 (degrees freedom)

1.10 (2)

2.22 (5)

3.74 (5)

N Level-1 units

592

592

592

N Level-2 units

296

296

296

Note. Entries are coefficients from a multilevel linear mixed model. (†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.)
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Table 2.5. Social Categorization by Issue as a Function of Moral Conviction and Self-Reported Identity Centrality
Model 1
b

95% CI

Model 2
p

b

95% CI

Model 3
p

b

95% CI

p

Fixed Effects
Moral Conviction

-0.269

[-1.652, 1.115]

0.703

-0.256

[-1.646, 1.135]

0.719

-0.273

[-1.661, 1.114]

0.699

Importance

-0.122

[-1.666, 1.422]

0.877

-0.132

[-1.680, 1.417]

0.868

-0.09

[-1.635, 1.455]

0.909

0.010

†

1.438

[-1.768, 4.644]

0.379

-0.082

[-4.219, 4.054]

0.969

3.439

Identity Centrality

[-0.392, 4.683]

0.097

Party ID

2.426**

[0.581, 4.272]

2.145
0.198

[-2.566, 2.962]

0.888

IDC X Party ID

1.26

[-3.808, 6.328]

0.626

Ideology
IDC X Ideology
Intercept

3.567***

[2.607,4.527]

4.692

[2.786, 7.902]

<0.001

3.470***

[2.158,4.782]

4.589

[2.697, 7.810]

<0.001

[-3.776, 10.654]

0.350

3.534***

[1.772, 5.297]

<0.001

4.453

[2.582, 7.681]

Random Effects
σ2 (Intercept)
-2 x log-likelihood

-2 X -1729.33

-2 X 1728.56

-2 X -1727.34

Wald χ2 (degrees freedom)

17.57 (3)†

9.17 (5)

11.70 (5)*

N Level-1 units

591

591

591

N Level-2 units

296

296

296

Note. Entries are coefficients from a multilevel linear mixed model. (†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.)
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Does identification explain categorization by moral conviction? (Hypothesis
2c) Despite the absence of a direct effect of moral conviction on social categorization,
moral convictions—compared to non-moral attitudes—might still indirectly define
stronger social categories by virtue of their greater identity centrality. I therefore employ
structural equation models to test for the presence of this indirect effect.
The structural equation models reported so far draw on participants’ attitudes
toward 10 political issues because participants completed measures of moral conviction,
importance, and identity centrality for all 10 issues included in the study. The WSW task,
however, included only 2 of these 10 issues. The same is true for my measures of social
and political intolerance. As a result, the models I use to examine variance in social
categorization and intolerance have far less within-participant variation upon which to
draw. This poses serious problems for the estimation of complicated measurement
models like those I employed to evaluate the link between moral conviction and identity
centrality. For this reason, I refrain from estimating latent variables in this and all
subsequent structural equation models and instead estimate path models using attitudelevel scale means (for moral conviction, importance, identity centrality, and reaction
time) as observed variables.12 I continue to estimate two-level models, however, with
random intercepts across participant for each observed variable.
I estimated a multiple-groups structural equation model in which I again divided
participants into Democrats and non-Democrats, first constraining all within-participant
As in all the other SEM models, only reaction times that were consistent with the participant’s overall
attitude were used, in order to avoid analyzing responses made in error. Others were treated as missing. For
each respondent, therefore, the reaction time scale for each issue was computed as the average “correct”
reaction time across up to 10 stimuli pertaining to that issue—5 “support” stimuli, 5 “oppose” stimuli,
distributed across 5 blocks. Cronbach’s α for this reaction time scale was acceptably high (α = 0.81).
12
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paths to equality across groups. This constrained model fit the data quite well, with the
exception of its significant χ2 statistic (CFI = 0.945; RMSEA = 0.050; SRMR = 0.070 for
Within, 0.326 for Between; χ2(31) = 54.38, p < 0.01) and revealed a significant indirect
effect of moral conviction on social categorization (β = 0.053, p = 0.028). See Figure
2.5a. This indirect effect actually exceeded the total effect of moral conviction on social
categorization (β = 0.027, p > 0.25) due to a nonsignificant negative direct effect of the
former on the latter and was channeled almost entirely through self-reported identity
centrality (rather than through the reaction time scale; β = 0.049, p = 0.037 via selfreported identity centrality; β = 0.004, p > 0.25 via reaction time).
I then estimated the same model, but allowed all parameters to vary freely across
groups. This model fit the data significantly better than the constrained model (SatorraBentler Scaled χ2(9) = 18.683, p = 0.028; CFI = 0.974; RMSEA = 0.041; SRMR = 0.039
for Within, 0.326 for Between; χ2(22) = 33.17, p = 0.060), and revealed a significant
indirect effect of moral conviction on social categorization only among non-Democrats
(β = 0.044, p = 0.157 among Democrats; β = 0.082, p = 0.039 among non-Democrats).
This indirect effect again emerged over a smaller, nonsignificant, negative direct effect of
moral conviction and was primarily mediated by self-reported identity centrality (β =
0.060, p = 0.089 via self-reported identity centrality; β = 0.021, p > 0.25 via reaction
time). See Figures 2.5b and 2.5c for model diagrams and path estimates. The same
pattern of effects emerged in a separate multiple-groups model in which I allowed
parameters to vary across liberals and non-liberals (See Appendix F for diagram and
estimates). Thus, I observed an indirect effect of moral conviction on social
categorization—via identity centrality—among Independents, Republicans, moderates,
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and conservatives, but not among Democrats or liberals. This pattern of effects emerged
despite the evidence I find (illustrated in Figures 2.1, 2.2, 2.4a, and 2.4b) that the relation
between moral conviction and identity centrality was if anything slightly stronger among
left-wing participants than among right-wingers.

Figure 2.5a. Figure depicts a multi-level structural equation model from a multiple-groups model in which participants were grouped by party identification into
Democrats and non-Democrats, but with all path estimates were constrained to equality across groups. The above diagram therefore depicts results for Democrats
and non-Democrats alike. Path estimates are standardized.
CFI = 0.945; RMSEA = 0.050; χ2(40)= 54.38, p < 0.01.
†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
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Figure 2.5b. Figure depicts a multi-level structural equation model from a multiple-groups model in which participants were grouped by party identification into
Democrats and non-Democrats. The above model is for the Democrat group. Path estimates are standardized.
CFI = 0.974; RMSEA = 0.041; χ2(22)= 33.17, p = 0.060.
†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
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Figure 2.5c. Figure depicts a multi-level structural equation model from a multiple-groups model in which participants were grouped by party identification into
Democrats and non-Democrats. The above model is for the non-Democrat group, which included both Republicans and Independents who leaned either toward
the Republican Party or neither major party. Path estimates are standardized.
2
CFI = 0.974; RMSEA = 0.041; χ (22)= 33.17, p = 0.060.
†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
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Does information about moral convictions reduce categorization by race?
(Hypothesis 2d) I predicted that providing participants with information about targets’
issue attitudes would reduce categorization by race. If so, I would argue that information
pertaining to participants’ moral convictions serves the same alliance-detection function
that Kurzban and colleagues (2001) contend to have coopted race in contemporary
America.
Because each individual subject was assigned either to receive attitude-related
information about the targets (attitude condition) or to receive no such information (raceonly condition), I must rely on a strictly between-subjects comparison of the
categorization effect size (r) for race when attitude-related information is versus is not
present. When race was the only category that participants could use to categorize targets,
they showed strong evidence of having used this category (t(110) = 13.21, p < 0.001, r =
0.66). The size of this effect was similar regardless of participants’ partisan or ideological
leanings (rDemocrat = 0.65, rRepublican = 0.72, rliberal = 0.65, rconservative = 0.67).13 When
participants were also provided with information about targets’ attitudes, participants
continued to encode targets’ race—to an extent that was slightly, but not significantly
reduced (rattitude condition = 0.55 vs rrace-only condition = 0.66, p for difference > 0.25). The same
was true regardless of participants’ partisan or ideological leanings (all ps > 0.25). It
would appear that the attitude condition did not significantly affect categorization by
race, and only provided participants with another pair of dimensions by which to

13

The tendency to categorize targets by race was likewise similar regardless of whether participants
identified as White (r = 0.69) or as any of the Nonwhite racial categories I assessed (r = 0.61).
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categorize targets. Social categorization effect sizes for all subgroups and for the full
sample are provided in Table 2.6.
Table 2.6. Strength of Race as a Category Across "Who said what?" Conditions
Race (Attitude Condition)
Among…
…conservatives

t(df)

p

Race (Race-Only Condition)
r

t(df)

p

r

4.58(58)

<0.001

0.39

4.94(15)

<0.001

0.67

15.64(220)

<0.001

0.60

11.30(86)

<0.001

0.65

4.85(54)

<0.001

0.42

6.31(19)

<0.001

0.72

…Democrats

15.27(212)

<0.001

0.60

10.65(76)

<0.001

0.65

…all participants

16.10(295)

<0.001

0.55

13.21(110)

<0.001

0.66

…liberals
…Republicans

Summary: Are moral convictions social identities? (Hypothesis 2) In sum, I
find clear evidence that moral convictions defined meaningful social categories in the
WSW task, but less clear evidence that the social categories that moral convictions
defined were any more meaningful than those defined by non-moral attitudes. To the
extent that moral convictions tended to be more identity-central than non-moral attitudes,
they also tended to reflect a uniquely strong category; however, this indirect connection
between moral conviction and social categorization only emerged among Independents
(or moderates) and Republicans (conservatives).
Moral convictions also clearly do not serve as a substitute for categorization by
race in the same way that team membership (Kurzban et al., 2001) or even partisanship
(Pietrszewski et al., 2015) have been found to do. I therefore do not find evidence
consistent with my prediction that moral convictions serve as a cue to alliance
membership.
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I take up the broader question of whether moral convictions are or are not social
identities in the Discussion section below, but Hypothesis 2—as I chose to operationalize
it—received inconsistent support.
Intolerance of Moral Disagreement
I next examined whether the centrality of moral convictions to the self-concept
and to social categorization account for the unique intolerance that individuals manifest
toward those who disagree with them about these issues. To do this, I estimated another
pair of multiple-groups structural equation models, again dividing my sample first into
Democrats and non-Democrats, then into liberals and non-liberals. These models closely
resemble those I used to assess the indirect effects of moral conviction on social
categorization; I simply added social and political intolerance as outcomes of each of the
variables in the previous models. Given the clear conceptual similarities between social
and political intolerance, I also allowed these variables to correlate at the betweenparticipants level. I continued to treat social categorization as a consequence (rather than
a correlate) of identity centrality and reaction time to compare the effects of identity
centrality per se to the effect of identity centrality through social categorization. A strong
indirect effect of moral conviction via both pathways would suggest that moral
convictions are associated with intolerance because they define individuals’ identities and
make them uniquely sensitive to group divisions. If either pathway (via identity
centrality alone or via social categorization) dominates the other, then that mechanism
would appear to better describe the connection between moral conviction and intolerance.
Both multi-group models fit the data at least marginally significantly better when
all parameters were estimated freely than when within-participant parameters were
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constrained to equality across groups (Satorra-Bentler Scaled χ2(19) = 29.234, p = 0.062
for models split by party; Satorra-Bentler Scaled χ2(19) = 32.212, p = 0.030 for models
split by ideology). The model constrained to equality across partisan groups is presented
in Figure 2.6a. Below, however, I focus on the better-fitting freely estimated models.
Figures 2.6b and 2.6c depict the multiple-groups model in which the sample was
split by party identification. This model fit the data well, though the χ2 statistic was still
significant (CFI = 0.984; RMSEA = 0.031; SRMR = 0.034 for within, 0.256 for between;
χ2(42)= 53.96, p = 0.102). The total effects of moral conviction on social intolerance (see
Table 2.7) indicate that participants were less willing to affiliate with those who
disagreed with them about a political issue to the extent that they considered that issue to
be a moral conviction. Likewise, the total effects of moral conviction on political
intolerance indicate that within-participant variance in moral conviction also predicted
participants’ willingness to allow the government to censor and repress those who did not
share their views—though this total effect did not attain statistical significance in every
analysis. This is noteworthy, as Skitka et al. (2005) previously observed no unique effect
of moral conviction among American college students on this measure, which includes
items that violate strong social norms in the context of American politics (e.g., “People
who do not share your views on [X] should have their phones tapped by our
government”). In short, moral conviction was in fact related to both indices of
intolerance.
But does identification with moral convictions account for these relations?
Among Democrats, identity centrality significantly predicted social intolerance (β = 0.23,
p < 0.01). This effect also held among political liberals in the corresponding multiple-
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groups model split by ideology (β = 0.20, p < 0.01). However, identity centrality did not
predict social intolerance among non-Democrats (β = .09, p = 0.496) or among nonliberals (β = 0.19, p = 0.223). The link between identity centrality and political
intolerance was weaker in all cases, attaining statistical significance among Democrats (β
= 0.14, p = 0.038) but not among non-Democrats (β = -0.023, p = 0.823), liberals (β =
0.95, p = 0.153), or non-liberals (β = 0.12, p = 0.370).. Neither me/not me reaction time
nor social categorization were significantly associated with either index of intolerance
within any of the analyzed groups. Below, I present the full set of estimates for the model
split by party identification. See Appendix F for the model split by ideology.
I also report the total direct and indirect effects of moral conviction on each
outcome in Table 2.7. These estimates confirm: (1) among left-leaning participants, a
sizeable portion of the relation between moral conviction and social intolerance is
attributable to identity centrality, (2) the effects of moral conviction on social intolerance
among more right-leaning participants were more direct or attributable to other
unmeasured factors, and (3) the effects of moral conviction on political intolerance were
not closely related to identity processes, regardless of participants’ ideology or
partisanship.

Figure 2.6a. Figure depicts a multi-level structural equation model from a multiple-groups model in which participants were grouped by party identification into
Democrats and non-Democrats, but with all path estimates were constrained to equality across groups. The above diagram therefore depicts results for Democrats
and non-Democrats alike. Path estimates are standardized.
CFI = 0.969; RMSEA = 0.036; χ2(61)= 84.43, p = 0.025.
†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
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Figure 2.6b. Figure depicts a multi-level structural equation model from a multiple-groups model in which participants were grouped by party identification into
Democrats and non-Democrats. The above model is for the Democrat group. Path estimates are standardized.
CFI = 0.984; RMSEA = 0.031; χ2(42)= 53.96, p = 0.102.
†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
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Figure 2.6c. Figure depicts a multi-level structural equation model from a multiple-groups model in which participants were grouped by party identification into
Democrats and non-Democrats. The above model is for the non-Democrat group, which included both Republicans and Independents who leaned either toward
the Republican Party or neither major party. Path estimates are standardized.
CFI = 0.984; RMSEA = 0.031; χ2(42)= 53.96, p = 0.102.
†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
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Among…
Democrats
Non-Democrats
Liberals
Non-Liberals

Table 2.7. Indirect effects of moral conviction on Intolerance
Social Intolerance
Political Intolerance
Effect Estimate
Robust Std. Err
p
Effect estimate
Robust Std. Err
Total: 0.214***
0.053
<0.001 Total: 0.135*
0.056
Total Indirect: 0.091**
0.030
0.003 Total Indirect: 0.055*
0.027
Total: 0.136*
0.066
0.038 Total: 0.101
0.086
Total Indirect: 0.026
0.038
0.499 Total Indirect: 0.031
0.020
†
Total: 0.189***
0.050
<0.001 Total: 0.093
0.054
Total Indirect: 0.081**
0.028
0.004 Total Indirect: 0.040
0.027
Total: 0.179**
0.066
0.006 Total: 0.202*
0.087
Total Indirect: 0.052
0.049
0.290 Total Indirect: 0.015
0.041

p
0.016
0.043
0.237
0.130
0.086
0.137
0.020
0.719

Note. Entries are standardized estimates for the effects of moral conviction on social and political intolerance, derived from multi-level multiplegroups structural equation models of the form depicted in Figures 2.5a and 2.5b.
†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
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Discussion
Moral Convictions as (Social?) Identities
Across two studies, I find strong support for the idea that the political issue
positions that individuals construe in moral terms are also those most central to their
identities. Moral conviction predicted self-reported identity centrality, reaction time in a
task designed to tap the association between attitudes and the self-concept, and the shared
variance between these very different measures. I also find strong support for the idea
that moral convictions play a role in how individuals parse their social world, given
participants’ strong tendency to categorize WSW targets according to their positions on
the moral issue. In fact, my results indicate that targets’ positions on the moral issue were
encoded as strongly (if not more so) than their race.
These results are complicated by the fact that non-moral attitudes also defined
consistently encoded categories in the WSW task—to a degree comparable, on average,
to moral convictions. This was inconsistent with my predictions, but does not imply that
moral convictions are not social identities. Rather, it raises the question of whether the
identities defined by moral convictions are any more powerful than those defined by
other attitudes. I find some evidence that they are; among Republicans and Independents,
moral convictions defined stronger social categories to the extent that they were also
more identity central than non-moral attitudes. This indirect effect was not significant
among Democrats, however.
The safest conclusion is that moral convictions are more likely to be central to the
self-concept than non-moral attitudes are, and that people perceive others in terms of their
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positions on these identity-central issues. For some individuals, moral convictions may be
social identities that divide the world into “us” and “them,” whereas other individuals
may construe moral convictions mainly as part of their own, individual identities. Among
this latter group, moral convictions would play a role in social perception similar to that
of non-moral attitudes or perhaps height or hair style—a useful mnemonic device for
distinguishing among individuals, but not a meaningful basis for sorting them into
groups. That said, social identities are known to vary in their salience across time and
situations. There may therefore be some contexts (e.g., primary elections, political
debates) in which moral convictions about political issues and the identity centrality of
these positions play a stronger role in how individuals make sense of their social world.
On balance, then, my results are more consistent with the idea that moral convictions are
social identities than that they are not, but I cannot claim that these groups are more
powerful or universally salient than other social categories like race or gender.
Moral Convictions as Cues to Alliance Membership
I also hypothesized that moral convictions serve the specific function of signaling
alliances—helping individuals distinguish friends from foes. Kurzban and colleagues
(2001) argue that this system of alliance detection evolved in the ancestral environment
and is now frequently (and erroneously) co-opted by race, merely because race serves as
a salient visual signal of difference versus similarity. They further argue that more perfect
and obvious cues to alliance membership, like team membership in sports, should tend to
reduce the relevance of race as a cue to alliance membership and therefore as a social
category in general. I did not find that providing perceivers with information about
targets’ moral conviction significantly reduced social categorization by race and thus
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cannot conclude that moral conviction serves the same alliance-signaling function that
Kurzban et al. describe.
It is possible that perceivers simply do not use targets’ moral convictions to infer
whose “side” they are on in normal circumstances. However, an alternative explanation is
also plausible. It may be that the alliance-detection system requires clear visual cues to
operate—in the context of the WSW task specifically, in the average social environment,
or both. Kurzban et al. (2001) found that only salient visual cues to alliance membership
overrode the effect of race as a social category. When players on opposing teams wore
jerseys that denoted team membership, the effect of race was erased. When players on
opposing teams were dressed identically, the effect of race persisted. Although
Pietraszewski et al. (2015) did not make such a comparison, they did present visual cues
to targets’ party identification; each target in their WSW task wore a button with an
image of either an elephant or a donkey.14 Assuming that people do not often wear
obvious visual cues to their moral convictions, I refrained from associating such cues
with targets in my version of the WSW task. However, this strategy may have deprived
participants of an important cue to alliance membership. Visual cues may be an essential
ingredient of the system, or they may help compensate for the relatively pallid, unimodal
information conveyed about targets in the WSW task.
Explaining the Link Between Moral Conviction and Intolerance

14

In all conditions in which targets revealed their party identification, they were also depicted wearing a
button when their photos were initially presented. In one condition, though, targets’ buttons were removed
in the recall portion of the task. The authors can therefore safely infer that participants were not only using
the buttons to remember political allegiance, but this visual cue may still have facilitated initial encoding.
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Consistent with existing research, I found that people are uniquely intolerant of
those who disagree with them about their moral convictions. Part of this trend—and all of
the association between political intolerance and moral conviction—operated
independently of any of the identity-related variables that I assessed. Moral conviction
therefore appears to promote intolerance at least partly through processes unrelated to
identity centrality, social categorization, or the variance they share. Perhaps, for example,
people express willingness to censor, surveil, and repress moral dissenters mainly
because they believe their dissenting opinions to be inherently harmful or dangerous,
rather than because they regard the groups of people who hold those views as their
enemies.
Part of the association between social intolerance and moral conviction, however,
was attributable to the greater identity centrality of moral convictions—at least among
Democrats and political liberals. This result implies that at least some of the animus that
individuals harbor for moral dissenters may be identity-based prejudice—the more
central a position to their self-concept, the less likely they are to want to affiliate with
someone with the opposite position. The fact that social intolerance was consistently
unrelated to social categorization, though, implies that this expressed unwillingness to
form social connections with dissimilar others is not a consequence of dividing the social
world into “us” and “them.” Instead, both are parallel consequences of identity centrality.
When individuals attach their identity to their moral convictions, they attend more
carefully to whether or not others agree with them, and they are more likely to claim they
want nothing to do with those who do not. Because my study did not observe actual
social distancing or discriminatory behavior, I cannot assess whether individuals follow
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their intentions. Perhaps social categorization would be more closely related to intolerant
behavior than to intolerant attitudes.
Selection Effects and the Moderating Role of Political Orientation
Political orientation moderated many of my key results, but most effects did not
fundamentally differ across partisan or ideological groups. The results that most closely
depended on political orientation were those related to identity centrality. Moral
conviction predicted identity centrality regardless of political orientation, but did so more
strongly for left-wing participants. However, the indirect effect of moral conviction on
social categorization via identity centrality was weaker among left-wing participants,
whereas the indirect effect of moral conviction on social intolerance via identity
centrality was stronger among that same left-wing group. Because my sample overrepresents liberals and Democrats (relative to my recruited sample and even more so
relative to the population in general), I may underestimate the indirect effect of moral
conviction on social categorization and overestimate the link between moral conviction,
identity centrality, and social intolerance. Unless the extent of this bias is considerably
greater than my models can detect, however, most of the key conclusions I draw above
would not differ in a more ideologically heterogeneous sample.
Because previous work (Skitka et al., 2015) has tended not to observe partisan or
ideological asymmetries in moral conviction or its effects, I hesitate to interpret the
differences I find in this obviously unrepresentative sample. That said, the liberal skew of
my sample might provide explanations for the moderating role of political orientation.
Liberal students on a majority-liberal college campus might feel especially comfortable
grounding their identities in their moralized political issue attitudes—indeed, doing so

91

allows them to better match prevailing norms within their environment and perhaps helps
them to connect with their peers. Conservative students on a majority-liberal college
campus, however, might feel less comfortable grounding their identities in their political
attitudes, even those they see as moral imperatives. Doing so would go against prevailing
norms and potentially distance themselves from their peers. A similar logic might
account for the stronger connection between identity centrality and social intolerance
among left-leaning participants. Liberal college students who are only willing to affiliate
with other liberals could assemble relatively large networks of like-minded peers.
Conservative college students who are only willing to affiliate with other conservatives
might end up friendless and alone. That said, those conservatives who do come to attach
their identities to their moral convictions about political issues would need to attend
carefully to the people around whom they discuss their unpopular views, and this might
explain the stronger indirect effect of moral conviction on social categorization among
my more right-wing participants. Ultimately, though, this line of reasoning is purely
speculative, and will require future research in more representative samples to test.
General Discussion
Overview of Hypotheses and Results
In the two studies described above, I test three hypotheses: that moral convictions
are part of the self-concept, that they define self-relevant social categories, and that some
of the well-documented effects of moral conviction are attributable to the centrality of
moral convictions to the social self-concept.
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The first of these hypotheses is entirely consistent with the longstanding
assumption that individuals’ values are a fundamental component of how they see
themselves (Katz, 1960), not to mention the intuitively sensible and empirically validated
idea that people are motivated to see themselves as morally good (e.g., Merritt et al.,
2010). Both Study 1 and Study 2 yielded evidence consistent with this hypothesis—
evidence that combined two very different measures of attitudes’ association with the
self-concept.
My second hypothesis is not as perfectly consistent with previous literature, as
moral values, beliefs, and attitudes have traditionally been seen as components or
possessions of the personal, individual self (Katz, 1960). Indeed, some studies have even
pitted values and social identities against one another as predictors of similar outcomes
(e.g., Boninger et al., 1995a, Mayer, Greenbaum, Kuenzi, Shteynberg, 2009). However, a
considerable body of research—often grounded in evolutionary psychology—has
underscored the critical role that moral attitudes play in binding groups together
(Ellemers & van den Bos, 2012; Haidt, 2013). Shared moral values define an ingroup,
and differences in moral values likewise define outgroups. It therefore stands to reason
that if moral values are indeed an important feature of the self, they are likely to be a part
of the social self in particular. Results with respect to this hypothesis were not what I
expected, but they were broadly consistent with the notion that moral convictions define
self-relevant social categories.
To be clear, my position is not that moral convictions are either a social identity
or a personal identity. Indeed, it is hard to imagine how a person could have a social
identity that was not also part of how she construed herself as an individual. Surely
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individuals’ race and gender, for example, are both social categories and important parts
of the self-concept. Rather, my argument is that moral convictions define identities that
are social as well as personal.
My third hypothesis is simply that the centrality of moral convictions to the social
self-concept has practical as well as theoretical import. Individuals’ moral convictions
play an active role in their political behavior, shaping how they respond to interpersonal
disagreement and institutional decisions (Skitka, 2014). Consistent with my predictions,
the association between moral conviction and intolerance was partly attributable to the
centrality of moral convictions to the self-concept; however, identity centrality alone did
not fully account for this association, and the tendency to categorize others as like or
unlike the self—at least as I measured it—did not play the central role that I had
anticipated.
Limitations
Every scientific investigation has its limitations, and the current project is no
exception. One obvious issue is that my reliance on University of Minnesota college
students may limit the generalizability of my findings. First, my participants were on
average quite liberal and very likely to identify as Democrats. In Study 2, I attempted to
assess the nature and degree of bias that this left-leaning sample introduces in my results.
The relations among most of the focal variables in my analyses did not differ
fundamentally (i.e., in direction or significance) across the political spectrum; however,
the specific estimates I obtain would surely differ in a more ideologically heterogeneous
sample. Moreover, it is unclear whether the differences I observe between left-wing and
right-wing participants in this sample would also emerge between left-wing and right-
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wing individuals in other places, at other times, without a single college campus to call
home. Second, college-aged students’ political attitudes are typically less crystalized than
older adults’. Indeed, it is during this period in their lives that most individuals form the
political leanings that will guide their behavior for decades to come (Sears & Valentino,
1997; Valentino & Sears, 1998). Because students’ political identities are still
developing, they may ground their identities less firmly in their moral convictions about
political issues than older adults do. Third, college-educated individuals tend to be more
individualistic in their cultural orientation than non-college-educated individuals (e.g.,
Stephens, Markus, & Townsend, 2007). For this reason, the students in my sample might
be more likely than the average person to define themselves in terms of their own
personal moral beliefs. In short, the demographic characteristics of my sample may either
inflate or deflate the effects I estimate. Although existing research on moral conviction
has found its effects to hold quite reliably among non-student samples (see Skitka et al.,
2015), future work is necessary to test whether my specific predictions would hold
outside of this relatively narrow group.
Another limitation of my study is that most of my analyses are strictly
correlational in nature. For this reason, I have tried to eschew causal language and
inferences. Still, my research leaves unexplored the vast empirical territory of how moral
convictions come to be in the first place. Social identities may influence moral
convictions. For instance, Hardy and Carlo (2011) cite a number of studies that suggest
that greater involvement in clubs, teams, and one’s immediate community promotes
greater moral identity (as Reed and Aquino conceptualize the term). Intuitively,
demographic groups delineated by religion, race, and education might also predict unique
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patterns of moral conviction—toward abortion, affirmative action, same-sex marriage, or
free speech, to name a few plausible examples. It is no less plausible, however, that moral
convictions influence social identities. People may come to identify with groups whose
only shared characteristic is an agreed-upon set of moral convictions (e.g., single-issue
political activist groups). Moral conviction does seem to promote the development of
politicized identities (van Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears, 2012). Or, people may identify
more strongly with the groups whose moral outlook most nearly matches their own. For
example, Catholics’ degree of identification with their religion may vary as a function of
their personal moral beliefs and convictions and those expressed by the Church during
their lifetime. Without experimentally manipulating individuals’ core moral beliefs or
their identification with a given group, these possibilities are exceedingly difficult to
disentangle. Such an effort is beyond the scope of the current project. My argument is
simply that moral convictions take on the properties of a social identity. They form an
important component of how individuals see themselves, and those around them, and
consequently guide social behavior much as other social identities do. Moral convictions
may be involved in these processes as either a cause or a consequence of the identities
that they reflect.
Implications
My results have a number of important implications in the political domain and
beyond. First, they suggest that a common mechanism underlies the vitriol occasioned by
values-based and identity-based conflict in the political sphere. Hetherington and Weiler
(2009) argue that the increasing tendency for partisan conflict to center on values-based
issues has contributed to growing levels of mutual distrust and dislike between members
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of America’s two major political parties. Moral convictions’ high identity centrality and
power to define social categories might help account for this trend. As the alignment
between Americans’ issue positions and political identities continues to increase
(Levendusky, 2009), ascribing moral significance to issue positions—and to broader
political stances—is likely to reinforce and embitter the divisions that arise between
political groups. Such doubly charged political identities may increase political
engagement (Abramowitz, 2010; Levendusky, 2009) but may also reduce citizens’
inclination to consider conflicting evidence (Lavine, Johnston, & Steenbergen 2012) and
certainly increases their contempt for their partisan opponents (Mason, 2018). In short,
moral conviction may promote political polarization by reinforcing (if not creating)
identity-based divisions between opposed partisan groups.
Second, the identity centrality of moral conviction may help explain and predict
which issues divide political coalitions across time and context: those that citizens
construe as matters of right and wrong and that offer the possibility of positive
distinctiveness within a given environment. For example, the “social issues” that appear
to drive contemporary Americans’ allegiance to the Republican or Democratic parties
(Johnston, Lavine, & Federico, 2017) are both morally charged and the subject of
disagreement across large segments of the electorate. Perhaps issues that are most
broadly or easily moralized are also those that serve as the most effective foundations for
political coalitions. If so, political practitioners may also (knowingly or not) use citizens’
moral beliefs to intentionally change political parties or to shift the focus of political
debate. When party elites use “wedge issues” to pry apart old coalitions and construct
new ones, they are essentially making salient an identity that a subset of their opponents
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share. It is telling that historically, many such wedge issues (e.g., abortion, gay marriage)
have centered on questions of morality (Hillygus & Shields, 2008).
Finally, my results suggest some ways to attenuate political conflict—even that
which surrounds moral convictions. For decades, social psychologists have studied means
of reducing intractable intergroup conflicts (Allport, 1954; Dovidio & Gaertner, 2010). If,
in the end, moral convictions amount to a social identity, then methods previously used to
reduce prejudice and discrimination between racial and ethnic groups should help reduce
prejudice and discrimination among people who do not share one another’s moral
convictions. One particularly promising strategy in this regard could be derived from
Gaertner and colleagues’ (e.g., Gaertner, Dovidio, Anastasio, Bachman, & Rust, 1993)
common ingroup identity model. Briefly, the model proposes that relations between
different groups can be improved by inducing their individual members to identify with a
broader group that includes them all. Given the centrality of moral convictions to
individuals’ self-concepts, common moral beliefs might have effects similar to those of
common ingroup identities. By highlighting widely shared moral beliefs and values,
careful interventions might reduce the acrimony that arises from the smaller differences
in opinion that abound within larger moral communities.
All that said, more research is needed to determine the most effective ways to
frame such interventions. Although the results presented above clearly indicate that moral
convictions help define individuals’ identities and guide how they perceive others around
them, it is not yet clear in what ways they are or are not similar to other social identities.
Are moral convictions psychologically interchangeable with other social identities? If so,
conflict-reducing interventions that emphasize any meaningful shared identity (e.g.,
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partisanship, race, gender) would suffice to reduce the vitriol surrounding moral
disagreement. Alternatively, it may be that moral convictions define unique, domainspecific identities whose influence on social judgment can only be overridden by
morality-related information. If that were the case, disagreements about moral
convictions might resist most identity-based efforts to render them less acrimonious, and
soften only in the face of clear information that discussants share other moral beliefs or
values. At the other extreme, it is possible that moral convictions are merely one of
infinitely many indices of similarity and dissimilarity in attitudes among people, and that
discovering any identity-central trait or characteristic in common would suffice to drain
the poison from moral disagreement. The evidence that I present here is not sufficient to
answer these questions, but does make it clearer and more obvious that they should be
asked; as we learn more about the similarities and differences between the identities
defined by attitudes, by demographic characteristics, and by moral convictions, we can
better chart the ways in which people’s most cherished beliefs can be twisted to foment
division or leveraged to build bridges across such divides.
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Appendix A—Self-Report Measures
Issue positions (Study 1 & Study 2)
Response options: 9 numbered points with verbal labels at 1, 3, 5, 7, and 9
Strongly Oppose, Oppose, Neither Oppose nor Support, Support, Strongly Support
Generally speaking, would you say you support or oppose government spending?
Generally speaking, would you say you support or oppose legal abortion?
Generally speaking, would you say you support or oppose defense spending?
Generally speaking, would you say you support or oppose gay rights?
Generally speaking, would you say you support or oppose gun control?
Generally speaking, would you say you support or oppose affirmative action?
Generally speaking, would you say you support or oppose free market economics?
Generally speaking, would you say you support or oppose protecting the environment?
Generally speaking, would you say you support or oppose tighter border security?
Generally speaking, would you say you support or oppose the death penalty?
Values (Study 1 only)
Response options: 9 numbered points with verbal labels at 1 and 9
Not at all, A great deal
Use the scale below to tell us how much you value equality.
Use the scale below to tell us how much you value fairness.
Use the scale below to tell us how much you value freedom.
Use the scale below to tell us how much you value independence.
Use the scale below to tell us how much you value generosity.
Use the scale below to tell us how much you value kindness.
Use the scale below to tell us how much you value tradition.
Use the scale below to tell us how much you value safety.
Use the scale below to tell us how much you value loyalty.
Use the scale below to tell us how much you value honesty.
Use the scale below to tell us how much you value achievement.
Use the scale below to tell us how much you value success.
Use the scale below to tell us how much you value morality.
Traits (Study 1 & Study 2)
Response options: not at all [trait], slightly [trait], moderately [trait], [trait], very [trait]
Generally speaking, would you say that you are sincere?
Generally speaking, would you say that you are loyal?
Generally speaking, would you say that you are intelligent?
Generally speaking, would you say that you are reliable?
Generally speaking, would you say that you are wise?
Generally speaking, would you say that you are kind?
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Generally speaking, would you say that you are trusting?
Generally speaking, would you say that you are clever?
Generally speaking, would you say that you are proud?
Generally speaking, would you say that you are imaginative?
Generally speaking, would you say that you are polite?
Generally speaking, would you say that you are ambitious?
Generally speaking, would you say that you are reserved?
Generally speaking, would you say that you are impulsive?
Generally speaking, would you say that you are incompetent?
Generally speaking, would you say that you are weak?
Generally speaking, would you say that you are dishonest?
Generally speaking, would you say that you are careless?
Generally speaking, would you say that you are greedy?
Generally speaking, would you say that you are cold?
Generally speaking, would you say that you are moral?
Moral Conviction
Response options: not at all, slightly, moderately, much, and very much
Issues (Study 1 & Study 2) (Skitka & Morgan, 2014)
To what extent is your position on [attitude object]:
…a reflection of your core moral beliefs and convictions?
…connected to your beliefs about fundamental right and wrong?
… based on moral principle?
…a moral stance?
Values (Study 1 only)
To what extent is the value you place in [value]…
…a reflection of your core moral beliefs and convictions?
…connected to your beliefs about fundamental right and wrong?
… based on moral principle?
…a moral stance?
Personal Importance (Boninger, Krosnick, Berent, & Fabrigar, 1995)
Issues (Study 1 & Study 2)
How important is the issue of [issue] to you personally?
Response options: not at all important, slightly important, somewhat important,
important, very important
How deeply do you care about the issue of [issue]?
Response options: not at all, slightly, somewhat, quite a bit, very deeply
How concerned are you about [issue]?
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Response options: not at all concerned, slightly concerned, somewhat concerned,
concerned, very concerned
Values (Study 1 only)
Response options for values’ importance were the same as those for issues’ importance.
How important is [value] to you personally?
How deeply do you care about [value]?
How concerned are you about issues of [value]?
Identity Centrality
Issues (Study 1 & Study 2)
1) Overall, my position on [this issue] has very little to do with how I feel about myself.
2) My position on [this issue] is an important reflection of who I am.
3) My position on [this issue] is important to my sense of what kind of person I am.
Values (Study 1 only)
1) The value I place in [value] has very little to do with how I feel about myself.
2) The value I place in [value] is an important reflection of who I am.
3) How much I value [value] is important to my sense of what kind of person I am.
Trait adjectives (Study 1 & Study 2)
1) Overall, being [trait] has very little to do with how I feel about myself.
2) Being [trait] is an important reflection of who I am.
3) How [trait] I am is important to my sense of what kind of person I am.
Social Intolerance (Study 2 only) (Skitka et al., 2005)
How willing or unwilling would you be to have someone who did not share your views
on [this issue]
...as the political leader of the country?
…as someone who provided me with domestic help?
…to come and work at the same place I do?
…as a roommate?
…to marry into my family?
…as someone I would personally date?
…as my work leader?
…as a close personal friend?
…as the owner of a store or restaurant I frequent?
…as the teacher of my children?
…as a doctor in charge of my care?
Response options: Very willing, Moderately willing, Slightly willing, Slightly unwilling,
Moderately unwilling, and Very unwilling
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Political Intolerance (Study 2 only) (adapted from Sullivan et al., 1979 and Skitka et al.,
2012)
Response options: Strongly Agree, Moderately Agree, Slightly Agree, Slightly Disagree,
Moderately Disagree, and Strongly Disagree.
People who do not share your views on [this issue] should be banned from being
president of the United States.
People who do not share your views on [this issue] should be allowed to teach in public
schools.
People who do not share your views on [this issue] should be allowed to enforce policy
decisions and laws.
People who do not share your views on [this issue] should be subject to more thorough
searches in airports or public spaces like the subway.
People who do not share your views on [this issue] should have their email and Internet
use monitored by the government
People who do not share your views on [this issue] should be allowed to talk about
national policy on the web.
People who do not share your views on [this issue] should be allowed to make a speech
in this city.
People who do not share your views on [this issue] should have their phones tapped by
our government.
People who do not share your views on [this issue] should be allowed to hold public
rallies in our city.
Demographics (Study 1 & Study 2)
Age
What is your age?
Gender
What is your gender?
Response options: Man, Woman, Other/please specify, Prefer not to answer
Race/Ethnicity
With which of the following ethnic groups do you identify? Check all that apply.
Response options: Black or African American, Asian or Pacific Islander, Native
American, Hispanic or Latino, White or Caucasian, Other/please specify
Citizenship/Birthplace
Are you a U.S. Citizen?
Response options: Yes, No
Were you born in the U.S.A?
Response options: Yes, No
If you were not born in the U.S.A., where were you born?
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Education
What is the highest level of education you have completed?
Response options: Grade School, Some High School, High School Diploma or
Equivalent, Some College, Associate’s Degree, Bachelor’s Degree, Master’s Degree,
Advanced Degree (PhD, DPHIL, J.D., M.D., DDS, etc.)
How many semesters of university education have you completed?
Income
What is your total family (including parent income if dependent on parents) income?
Response options: Less than $10,000, $10,000-19,999, $20,000-29,999, $30,000-39,999,
$40,000-49,999, $50,000-59,999, $60,000-69,999, $70,000-79,999, $80,000-89,999,
$90,000-99,999, $100,000 or greater
Party Identification
Responses to the following branched items were used to create a 7-point party
identification scale, from 1 (Strong Democrat) to 7 (Strong Republican). In analyses, the
scale was recoded to range from 0 to 1 in the same direction.
Generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a Democrat, a Republican, or
what?
Response options: Democrat, Republican, Independent/Other
IF DEMOCRAT/REPUBLICAN: Would you call yourself a strong
[Democrat/Republican], or a not very strong [Democrat/Republican]?
Response options: Strong [Democrat/Republican], Not very strong
[Democrat/Republican]
IF INDEPENDENT/OTHER: Do you think of yourself as closer to the Republican or
Democratic Party?
Response options: Republican Party, Democratic Party, Neither
Ideology
Response options: Very Liberal, Liberal, Slightly Liberal, Moderate, Slightly
Conservative, Conservative, Very Conservative
Below is a seven-point scale on which the political views that people might hold are
arranged from very liberal to very conservative. Where would you place yourself on this
scale, generally speaking?
In terms of social and cultural issues (e.g., abortion, separation of church and state,
affirmative action), where would you place yourself on the following scale?
In terms of economic issues (e.g., taxation, welfare, privatization of social security),
where would you place yourself on the following scale?
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Appendix B—Me/Not Me Stimuli
Category labels for all stimuli were presented as headers at opposite corners of the
screen, with one header, “I am someone who…” and the other, “I am NOT someone
who…”
Issue stimuli included the following, and appeared in Study 1 and Study 2:
supports government spending
opposes government spending
supports legal abortion
opposes legal abortion
supports defense spending
opposes defense spending
supports gay rights
opposes gay rights
supports gun control
opposes gun control
supports affirmative action
opposes affirmative action
supports free market economics
opposes free market economics
supports protecting the environment
opposes protecting the environment
supports tighter border security
opposes tighter border security
supports the death penalty
opposes the death penalty
Value stimuli included the following, and appeared in Study 1 only:
values equality
values fairness
values freedom
values independence
values generosity
values kindness
values tradition
values safety
values loyalty
values honesty
values achievement values success
values morality
Trait stimuli included the following, and appeared in Study 1 and Study 2:
is sincere
is loyal
is imaginative
is proud
is intelligent
is reliable
is ambitious
is polite
is wise
is kind
is reserved
is incompetent
is trusting
is clever
is impulsive
is weak
is dishonest
is careless
is greedy
is cold
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Example me/not me slides:
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Appendix C—Definitions of Self-Consistent Me/Not Me Responses
Every stimulus in the me/not me task represents some characteristic that a given
participant may or may not possess. Is the participant impulsive? Does the participant
value loyalty? Does the participant support government spending? Because individuals
may be quicker to recognize and characteristics that describe them than to recognize
characteristics that do not, I attempt to control for the consistency of each stimulus with
participants’ “true self” in all analyses in which reaction time is a focal outcome.
Neither self-report measures nor me/not me responses provide a complete or
perfect indication of participants true selves, so my determination of whether a given
stimulus is consistent with a participant’s sense of self is arbitrary to a degree. I therefore
employed 7 different definitions of self-consistency—all related, but grounded in
somewhat different assumptions—and controlled for each of them in turn. Each
definition is provided below. In my efforts to validate the me/not me task (see Results
section of Study 1), these definitions were also used to identify “errors” on the me/not me
task. When participants gave a “me” response to a self-inconsistent stimulus, or a “not
me” response to a self-consistent stimulus, this was considered to be an error by that
particular definition of self-consistency.
Which definition I used turned out to make no substantive difference in terms of
the significance or direction of the relations that I observed.
Definition A
1) Political issue stimuli (e.g., “supports gun control”, “opposes gun control”) are
consistent with the participant’s attitude if the stimulus and the participant’s
self-reported attitude both indicate support or both indicate opposition to the
stimulus.
2) Political issue stimuli are all consistent with the participant’s attitude if the
participant’s self-reported attitude was at the scale mid-point.
3) Value stimuli and trait stimuli (e.g., “values fairness,” “is sincere”; no value or
trait stimuli implied opposition or lack of a trait) are consistent with the
participant’s attitude if the participant’s self-report response to the value or
trait item was any greater than 1 (labeled “Not at all”).
In sum, by Definition A, self-consistency was defined entirely by self-report responses,
with all stimuli considered to be consistent with neutral responses on bipolar scales and
all stimuli considered to be consistent with above-minimum responses on unipolar scales.
Definition B
1) Political issue stimuli are consistent with the participant’s attitude if the
stimulus and the participant’s self-reported attitude both indicate support or
both indicate opposition to the stimulus.
2) Political issue stimuli are all inconsistent with the participant’s attitude if the
participant’s self-reported attitude was at the scale mid-point.
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3) Value stimuli and trait stimuli are consistent with the participant’s attitude if
the participant’s self-report response to the value or trait item was any greater
than 1 (labeled “Not at all”).
In sum, Definition B is identical to Definition A, except that it considers all stimuli to be
inconsistent with neutral responses on bipolar scales.
Definition C
1) A stimulus from any of the three types is considered to be consistent with the
participant’s attitude if the participant chose the “me” option for that stimulus
at least 3 of the 5 times it was presented.
In sum, Definition C is based entirely on participant’s me/not me response and does not
depend on responses to self-report items. Because each political issue comprised two
unique stimuli, each presented 5 times (e.g., “supports legal abortion,” “opposes legal
abortion”), it is possible that a participant both opposes and supports any given political
issue position. Likewise, it is possible that a participant neither supports nor opposes a
position. Definition C therefore better captures the possibility of ambivalence or
indifference than Definitions B or A.
Definition D
1) Political issue stimuli are consistent with the participant’s attitude if the
stimulus and the participant’s self-reported attitude both indicate support or
both indicate opposition to the stimulus.
2) Political issue stimuli are consistent with the participant’s attitude if the
participant’s self-reported attitude was at the scale mid-point and the
participant chose the “me” option for the stimulus at least 3 of 5 times. For
example, for a participant who reported a neutral attitude toward the death
penalty and who indicated in 3 or more out of 5 trials that they were "someone
who opposes the death penalty," the stimulus "opposes the death penalty"
would be consistent with their attitude.
3) Value stimuli are consistent with the participant’s attitude if the participant’s
self-report response to the value or trait item was any greater than 1 (labeled
“Not at all”).
In sum, Definition D charts a middle ground between Definitions A and B, using
Definition C to identify the “true” attitudes of participants who respond at the midpoint
on bipolar scales.
Definition E
Definition E is not binary, but continuous. It assumes that each stimulus is
situated at one of the endpoints on the corresponding self-report scale, and that a given
stimulus' consistency with the participant’s attitude is inversely proportional to the
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distance between that endpoint and the participant’s response. That is, attitude
consistency by this definition is equal to:
•
•
•
•

(|1 - participant's self report response|/8)*(-1)+1 for political issue stimuli that
indicate opposition
(|9 – participant’s self report response|/8)*(-1)+1 for political issue stimuli that
indicate support
(|9 - R's self report response|/8)*(-1)+1 for value stimuli
(|5 - R's self report response|/4)*(-1)+1 for trait stimuli

By Definition E, self-consistency is therefore determined entirely by self-report
responses.
Definition F
1) Political issue stimuli are consistent with the participant’s attitude if the
stimulus and the participant’s self-reported attitude both indicate support or
both indicate opposition to the stimulus.
2) A stimulus from any of the three subtypes is consistent with the participant’s
attitude if the participant’s self-reported attitude is at the scale mid-point.
3) Value stimuli and trait stimuli are consistent with the participant’s attitude if
the participant’s self-report response to the value or trait item was above the
scale midpoint.
Definition F is therefore identical to Definition A, except that it is somewhat stricter in
defining which self-report responses to value and trait items are consistent with value and
trait stimuli in the me/not me task—those above the midpoint, rather than those above the
scale minimum.
Definition G
1) Political issue stimuli are consistent with the participant’s attitude if the
stimulus and the participant’s self-reported attitude both indicate support or
both indicate opposition to the stimulus.
2) A stimulus from any of the three subtypes is consistent with the participant’s
attitude if the participant’s self-reported attitude was at the scale mid-point
and the participant chose the “me” option for the stimulus at least 3 of 5 times.
3) Value stimuli and trait stimuli are consistent with the participant’s attitude if
the participant’s self-report response to the value or trait item was above the
scale midpoint.
Definition G is identical to Definition F, except that it uses information from the me/not
me task to judge whether stimuli are consistent or inconsistent with any midpoint
responses. Note that Definition G:Definition F::Definition D:Definition A.
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Appendix D—WSW Stimuli
All participants saw a series of slides, each depicting one target and one
statement. There were 24 statements and 8 targets in total, with each target “saying” 3
statements. 1/3 of the statements pertained to an issue of moral conviction for the
participant (i.e., the participant’s score for that issue was above the midpoint on the moral
conviction scale; “moral issue”). 1/3 of the statements pertained to an issue about which
the participant did not have a moral conviction (< the midpoint on the moral conviction
scale; “non-moral issue”). 1/3 of the statements were filler unrelated to either the moral
or non-moral issue.
Statement selection
Which two sets of issue statements that the participant saw depended on their
moral conviction score and in part on random chance. Participants who viewed one issue
as moral but not the other two saw statements about the first (moral) issue and one of the
other two (non-moral) issues. Participants who viewed two issues as moral but not the
other one saw statements about the second (non-moral) issue and one of the first two
(moral) issues.
When choosing between the two issues that showed similar levels of moral
conviction, I gave priority to the two social issues—the death penalty and gun control—
over the issue of free market economics. If the death penalty and gun control could have
been used as the contrasting issues (i.e., moral vs non-moral), they always were. When
eligible participants reported similar degrees of moral conviction toward the death
penalty and gun control, one of these issues was chosen at random to accompany free
market economics.
Statements
Bracketed portions of the statements below were presented only in the attitude
condition. The rest of each statement appeared in both the attitude and the race-only
condition.
Death Penalty Statements
Liberal positions
1. There’s no way to stop violent crime altogether. I know there is some debate about
whether the death penalty makes people less likely to act on violent impulses. [But
regardless, the death penalty goes too far.]
2. There are thousands of inmates on death row all over the country. The appeals process
in these cases can take years. [Personally, I think we should just do away with the death
penalty entirely.]
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3. The death penalty is a really controversial issue. I have a couple friends, at least, who
fight about it on Facebook all the time. [In my opinion, it should be illegal, because the
risk of a fatal mistake is too high.]
4. On one hand, the death penalty is often very costly for society. On the other hand, so is
violent crime. [When it comes down to it, though, I think the death penalty is inhumane
and should be abolished.]
Conservative positions
5. I took a class on criminology in college. We spent a while talking about the death
penalty. [In the end, I decided that it’s in important part of the country’s legal system that
should remain in place.]
6. Our country has a long and complicated history with the death penalty. I learned
recently that it was actually briefly illegal in the 70s. [I think it’s good that they reinstated
it, though.]
7. It’s hard to know what kinds of punishment are appropriate for different kinds of
crime. When it comes to the death penalty, the stakes are highest for getting it right. [But
I do think that some crimes are severe enough that the death penalty is the only fair
response.]
8. Most states in the U.S. currently allow the death penalty, though as I understand it
prisoners are rarely actually executed. [Personally, I think it’s important that we retain the
option to help deter violence in society.
Gun Control Statements
Liberal positions
1. Gun sales have been regulated for a long time, but there’s a lot of variability in what’s
allowed in different states. [In general, we need stricter regulations on guns and gun sales
than we have now.]
2. Millions of Americans own guns. Whether that’s a good thing or not is a separate
question, of course. [I think there are too many guns out there and that we need more
laws to protect us.]
3. There used to be a federal law against average citizens owning automatic weapons.
That law expired in 2004. [In my opinion, there are many types of guns that should just
be illegal to own.]
4. Whatever you think about gun control, the firearms industry is a big part of the
American economy. [I personally believe that guns are too easy to buy and sell in this
country.]
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Conservative positions
5. For better or worse, guns are a big part of American history and culture. They have
been for a long time. [And people in America have the right to own guns. We shouldn’t
change that.]
6. If you look at state and local laws on guns, you see a whole bunch of different policies
with different results. [On balance, I think that stricter regulations on gun sales do more
harm than good.]
7. People buy guns for a lot of different reasons. Some of them are harmless, some of
them are outright evil. [Most people, though, just want guns for hunting or for selfdefense, and I think they should be able to buy them without hassle.]
8. Gun violence is a problem in the U.S. Some people think regulations will help solve
that problem, and others don’t. [I think that guns aren’t the problem – criminals are.
Stricter gun laws won’t solve anything.]
Free Market Statements
Liberal positions
1. There are risks when the government intervenes in the economy, and there are risks
when we leave the markets to their own devices. There are potential benefits too. [But the
risks of unregulated free market economics far outweigh the benefits, I think.]
2. There are some people who say that government regulation of the economy can help
prevent unemployment, and others who say that it doesn’t make much difference either
way. [But if there’s even a chance we can reduce unemployment by controlling how the
market runs, I think we should do it.]
3. It’s not always clear whether economic recessions are the result of too much or too
little government involvement. [But in general, without careful laws about how the
economy should be run, a lot of people can end up hurt. We need regulations.]
4. America has a long history of relatively free trade and free markets, and it’s also got a
long history of using government policy to push market forces in the right direction.
[Most of the time it is a better idea to regulate markets, I think.]
Conservative positions
5. There is a lot of debate out there about whether “the market” is fairest with or without
government intervention. [I think that free and unregulated markets are the best way to
ensure the fairest prices for everyone.]
6. There are a lot of ways that federal and state governments can try to influence the
economy. Those ways may or may not be effective. [I think our economy does best when
the government just stays out of it.]
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7. Different economies are set up in different ways. Some are built around government
planning. Some are built around free markets. [I believe that things are cheaper and more
efficient in a free market economy than in any alterative system.]
8. Any society has to figure out how to balance good laws and personal freedom. It’s
especially important to find the right balance for the economy. [Personally, I think the
freest economies are the best economies for everyone.]
Neutral Filler Statements (from Pietraszewski & Schwartz, 2004)
1. I realized it a few months ago. The Smiths were having a lot of trouble with their car.
They brought groceries, some chairs and tables, and helped with our stuff. The last few
weeks, though, they had to spend some of their time other places. They were staying
somewhere pretty far away. Somewhere I think that’s recently been hit with a ton of
snow.
2. It was cool, we saw lots of animals. The kids liked seeing them, especially the black
bears. It was kind of dangerous for kids to get too close, so you have to watch them. The
weather got pretty bad. They have a lot of stuff that can’t get wet. They had tents and
everything, they even made big temporary shelters. It was pretty impressive. I’d
definitely recommend it to anyone.
3. Some have worked hands on, others have more formal training, or worked for
companies. A few were trained on the computer programs and the instruments for
measuring and diagnosis and stuff. They’ve all had to have some minimal level of
training. They work together on the big general parts, and then based on background and
experience, they also specialize.
4. He said “It’s incredible! I’ve never been experienced anything like it.” Though I
suppose he had to wait a long time for it. He does a lot of teaching, a lot of talking to
people. Works hard to get different points of view on it. I’m sure it was tough to do
because you have to find out so much before you can go ahead, but I’m sure he’s happy
now he went through with the whole thing. I’m not sure how he did it.
5. Looking at it that way, it seemed like a good idea. But I wasn’t sure who paid for it all.
Raising money was never one of their strengths. I think it was tough because the people
who got helped weren’t the kind of people who had money to donate back to them. All
that stuff adds up fast.
6. They really put some sweat and blood into it. Took care of it all themselves. Even
though they don’ t always have a lot of help from my siblings, they’re really happy to
help. It’s been a big burden off. It’s great to see such a change in a place. There’s such a
difference between a couple years ago and now.
7. Sometimes I stay pretty late. The streets are safe at night, and for the most part, all the
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people I’ve come across are really good people, friendly and decent. It’s made the move
and all the other changes worthwhile. I wouldn’t go back and change it, even if I could.
8. I’m sure her two jobs paid for a lot. It did affect our day to day lives in a lot of ways,
some good, some bad. No long weekends at home or anything. To answer your question,
we have lots of relatives we stay in touch with and we can usually find someone in the
family to help us out. It’s okay.
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Images of Targets
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Example slide from presentation phase
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Example trial from recall phase

124

Appendix E—Bivariate Relations between Moral Conviction and Other Variables

125

Appendix F—Multiple Groups Structural Equation Models Split by Ideology

Note. Figure depicts a multi-level structural equation model from a multiple-groups model in which participants were grouped by ideology into liberals and nonliberals. The above model is for the liberal group. Path estimates are standardized. Path estimates are standardized.
CFI = 0.903; RMSEA = 0.052; χ2(713)= 4541, p < 0.001.
†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
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Note. Figure depicts a multi-level structural equation model from a multiple-groups model in which participants were grouped by ideology into liberals and nonliberals. The above model is for the non-liberal group, which included both conservatives and moderates. Path estimates are standardized.
CFI = 0.903; RMSEA = 0.052; χ2(713)= 4541, p < 0.001.
†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
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Note. Figure depicts a multi-level structural equation model from a multiple-groups model in which participants were grouped by ideology into liberals and nonliberals. The above model is for the liberal group. Path estimates are standardized..
CFI = 0.992; RMSEA = 0.023; χ2(22)= 25.46, p = 0.276.
†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
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Note. Figure depicts a multi-level structural equation model from a multiple-groups model in which participants were grouped by ideology into liberals and nonliberals. The above model is for the non-liberal group, which included both conservatives and moderates. Path estimates are standardized.
CFI = 0.992; RMSEA = 0.023; χ2(22)= 25.46, p = 0.276.
†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
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Note. Figure depicts a multi-level structural equation model from a multiple-groups model in which participants were grouped by party identification into liberals
and non-liberals. The above model is for the liberal group. Path estimates are standardized.
CFI = 0.985; RMSEA = 0.030; χ2(42)= 53.11, p = 0.117.
†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
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Note. Figure depicts a multi-level structural equation model from a multiple-groups model in which participants were grouped by party identification into liberals
and non-liberals. The above model is for the non-liberal group, which included both conservatives and moderates. Path estimates are standardized.
CFI = 0.985; RMSEA = 0.030; χ2(42)= 53.11, p = 0.117.
†p < 0.10. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
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