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Abstract

We show an interactive effect of perceiver-target similarity in ideological beliefs and target power on impressions of
target morality. Consistent with prior research, perceivers rated targets with dissimilar ideologies as less moral than
targets with similar ideologies, but this difference in ratings was magnified for powerful targets relative to less powerful
targets. We argue that these results emerged because perceivers expected similar-ideology, powerful (vs. powerless)
targets to help the self more, and expected dissimilar-ideology, powerful (vs. powerless) targets to hurt the self more.
We establish this effect when people evaluate politicians (Study 1), groups, and individuals (Studies 2a-2b); demonstrate
its predictive power over other kinds of interpersonal similarity; and show that it affects morality judgments uniquely
when compared with other consequential dimensions of social evaluation. Finally, we manipulated power experimentally
and showed the interaction when the difference between high- and low-power manipulations was controlled over just
$1 (Studies 3-4).
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People want to be seen as moral (Hauke & Abele, 2020). To  Ideological Belief Similarity Predicts

this end, they tend to behave ethically, join groups they Moral Evaluations

believe to be moral and contribute work and other resources

to moral in-groups (Ellemers et al., 2013; Van Prooijen & Given the spontaneous and consequential nature of moral
Ellemers, 2015). Appearing moral has benefits. People pri- ~ impressions (B'rambilla et al., 2021), it is important' to
oritize judging others’ morality (Leach et al., 2007), and understand their antecedents. What makes people think
they do so spontancously (Koch, Imhoff, et al., 2020; that others are moral? Although factors such as target
Slepian & Koch, 2021), sooner, faster, and more often than cha}racteristics '(e. g attractiveness,'smiling) anq perceiver
judging others’ sociability and competence (Nicolas et al., ~ traits (e'.g., optimism, mood) contribute to positive moral
2022; Willis & Todorov, 2006). They factor their impres- evaluations, peqple do not always agree on who or what
sions of morality most heavily in overall evaluations of  should be considered moral. One person’s ally Can'be
groups (Brambilla et al., 2021) and other individuals another person’s foe, and some degree of moral evaluation
(Brambilla et al., 2011; Goodwin et al., 2014; Wojciszke hinges on who the perceiver and the target are in relation
et al., 1998) and tend to share resources and cooperate with 0 one another (Koch, Imhoff, et al., 2020). That is, per-

others they see as moral (Jenkins et al., 2018; Koch, ceived morality is also a function of who evaluates whom,
Dorrough, et al., 2020). In contrast, impressions of immo- W.ith greater' similarity between them leading tQ more pos-
rality evoke powerful negative emotions such as moral out-  itive moral judgments (Montoya et al., 2008; Pinsof et al.,

rage, which motivates people to dehumanize and punish 2023).
transgressors, sometimes via collective action (Bastian
etal., 2013; Crockett, 2017). In sum, morality matters more "The University of Chicago, IL, USA
than other aspects of general evaluation (Brambilla et al., c dine Auth
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There are many ways in which two people can be similar
(Medin et al., 1993). Although superficial similarities
between people (e.g., mimicry) can affect moral evaluation
(Bocian et al., 2018), some sources of similarity are more
germane to this judgment than others (Imhoff et al., 2018;
Koch et al., 2018; Zorn et al., 2022). Ideological beliefs
encompass the shared core values, beliefs, and goals that
people express through their political affiliation and opinions
(Brandt & Crawford, 2020). For simplicity, we will refer to
this construct as “belief similarity.” Given that people’s ideo-
logical beliefs include philosophically normative content
(e.g., the goals people should [not] pursue, and the behaviors
that are [not] permissible), belief similarity should affect
moral evaluations to a greater extent than other forms of
similarity. Indeed, people spontaneously evaluate others’
ideological beliefs (Koch et al., 2016; Nicolas et al., 2022)
and evaluate them as more moral if their beliefs appear more
similar to the ideology of the self (Brandt & Crawford, 2020;
Woitzel & Koch, 2023). Moreover, belief similarity predicts
moral evaluation to a greater extent than, for example, shared
group membership (Koch, Dorrough, et al., 2020), and it pre-
dicts perceived morality better than other aspects of general
evaluation, including perceived sociability and competence
(Bocian et al., 2018; Woitzel & Koch, 2023). The present
research contextualizes this effect of belief similarity on
moral evaluations.

Power May Amplify the Effect of Belief
Similarity on Moral Evaluations

Belief similarity matters for moral impressions because it
signals a target’s possible intentions toward the perceiver.
That is, perceivers may expect more favorable treatment
from others whose beliefs are similar to their own but may
expect less favorable treatment from those whose beliefs dif-
fer from their own. Yet others’ intentions only affect us to the
extent that they can be carried out (Fiske et al., 2002). This
research focuses on power as a measure of a target’s ability
to enact their intentions. Put simply, powerful people can
carry out their intentions easily, whereas powerless people
cannot. As a psychological construct, power has been defined
in a variety of ways (Dépret & Fiske, 1993; Magee & Smith,
2013; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). Our research does not focus
on the effects of power per se but rather on the effects of
perceiving another social actor as powerful (or not) in a way
that is consistent with many of these definitions. To test our
proposed mechanism, we experimentally manipulate power
in terms of control over resources and, later, in terms of the
effort required to exercise that control. Thus, for our pur-
poses, we follow the common definition of power as “control
over others’ valued outcomes” (Dépret & Fiske, 1993).

We predict that power widens the gap in morality ratings
between targets with beliefs that are similar versus different
to those of the perceiver because people’s impressions of

others’ morality depend on not just the anticipated direction
of their actions (helping vs. harming the self) but also the
anticipated magnitude of those actions (influencing the self a
great deal vs. hardly at all; Cushman, 2008, 2015). We pro-
pose that people engage in a kind of consequentialist reason-
ing when rendering moral evaluations such that the expected
impact of the target’s enacted intentions—how much of a
threat or opportunity they pose—is factored into their judg-
ments (Brambilla et al., 2021; Carrier et al., 2019; Landy
etal., 2016). As a result, perceivers’ impressions of powerful
targets” morality should be more extreme because powerful
targets impact their fortunes to a greater extent. In contrast,
their impressions of powerless targets’ morality would be
less extreme, consistent with their limited impact on their
outcomes and well-being.

How Does the Present Research
Develop Previous Theory and
Evidence?

Our hypothesis is rooted in the functionalist framework of
social evaluation by which people’s overall evaluation of
others depends on whether they perceive their intentions as
moral and whether they perceive them to be sufficiently able
to carry out their intentions (e.g., Fiske et al., 2002; Wojciszke
et al., 1998). More specifically, this hypothesis relates to the
Moral Primacy Model (Brambilla et al., 2021) according to
which morality judgments have a higher priority than judg-
ments of competence and sociability, which function as per-
sonal and interpersonal proficiencies whose positivity
depends on how moral the target is believed to be. For exam-
ple, an article by Landy and colleagues (2016) finds that
competence and sociability enhance overall impressions of
moral targets to a greater extent than those of immoral tar-
gets. Similarly, work by Carrier and colleagues (2019) finds
that perceivers expecting to cooperate with a target evaluate
competent targets as warmer than incompetent targets but
evaluate competent targets as less warm than incompetent
targets when they expect to compete with them. Both find-
ings highlight that a target’s intentions affect how people fac-
tor the target’s capabilities into their overall impression of
the target. Our hypothesis complements these findings in that
we posit another dimension that captures a target’s ability to
enact their intentions, power, as similarly moderating social
impressions.

We extend the functionalist evaluation logic by hypothe-
sizing that morality is not only a moderator of how other
dimensions of social evaluation factor into general impres-
sions, but that moral evaluations are themselves influenced
by impressions of the target’s ability to enact their intentions.
By theorizing perceived belief-similarity as a key antecedent
to moral impressions, we highlight the relational nature of
these judgments (Bocian et al., 2018; Koch, Imhoff, et al.,
2020; Pinsof et al., 2023) and provide a framework for
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Table I. Results of Study I.

Attitudes toward the target by . . . b and 95% CI [LB, UB] t b
Perceiver-target similarity in beliefs 0.86 [0.84, 0.87] 95.31 < .00l
Target power -0.13 [-0.15, -0.10] -14.21 <.001
Belief similarity * Power 0.97 [0.94, 1.01] 54.07 < .00l
Power when Belief similarity = same 0.36 [0.34, 0.38] 29.78 < .00l
Power when Belief similarity = different -0.61 [-0.64, -0.59] -46.18 < .00l

Note. B = estimate. 95% Cl [UB, LB] = 95% confidence interval [lower bound, upper bound].

thinking about them not just as inputs into appraisals of the
threat or opportunity posed by a social target but also as
judgments that can themselves be influenced by the magni-
tude of that threat or opportunity.

Statistical Power

We used the R package simr (Green & MacLeod, 2016) to
run 100 simulation-based sensitivity power analyses for all
central effects, namely moderations of the main effect of
belief similarity on morality. When aiming for a small effect
(b = .2 for standardized variables) for correlational analyses,
and a medium-sized effect (b = .5) for experiments (when
participants’ judgments are likely to be influenced by manip-
ulated variables to a greater degree), the paper’s power of
testing those moderations was always /- >= 0.95.

Open Science

Hypotheses and analyses for Studies 3 and 4 were preregis-
tered (link for Study 3; and link for Study 4). All studies
report all conditions and measures. None of the studies col-
lected data after analyzing it. Studies 2a, and 2b excluded a
few participants who recommended that their data not be
analyzed. Studies 3 and 4 excluded a few participants who
did not meet the eligibility criterion (identifying as liberal or
conservative), as pre-registered. All studies standardized all
variables to allow direct comparison of effect sizes across
variables and studies. Some figures show unstandardized
means for ease of interpretation. All study materials, data,
code, and results are available here and on the Open Science
Foundation website (link).

Study |

If power moderates the effect of belief-similarity on moral
evaluations of others, people’s ratings of targets with similar
and different beliefs should show greater divergence for more
powerful targets than for less powerful targets. Our initial test
of this hypothesis examined the ratings of elected officials of
different ranks and different ideological beliefs. Powerful (vs.
less powerful) officials should engender more polarized rat-
ings as a function of rater-target belief similarity.

Method

The American National Election Studies (ANES, 2015)
are nationally representative surveys of U.S. residents.
ANES measured public opinions on political parties, can-
didates, and so on during most national election periods
between 1948 and 2020. We analyzed the feeling ther-
mometer ratings of presidents (high power; coded as 0.5)
and respondents’ incumbent district representatives in the
House of Representatives (low power; coded as —0.5).
These ratings were available for 19,004 people surveyed
between 1978 and 2012. People rated on a 100-point scale
how cold to warm they felt toward the targets, with 50
being neither cold nor warm. Feeling thermometer ratings
are a standard measure of attitudes toward a social target
(Krosnick et al., 2005), and attitudes toward targets are
closely associated with moral evaluations of those targets
(Bocian & Wojciszke, 2014; Brambilla & Leach, 2014;
Leach et al., 2007). Thus, Study 1 took feeling thermom-
eter ratings as a satisfactory approximation of target
morality (ANES does not measure target morality for
Congressional representatives). People could respond
“don’t know” if they were unfamiliar with a target; we
excluded these responses. To determine perceiver—target
similarity in beliefs, we matched their party affiliation
(same, coded as 0.5 vs. different, coded as —0.5). If a per-
son’s affiliation was neither Republican nor Democrat, we
excluded them.

Results

In a linear mixed model with random intercepts for perceiv-
ers, we predicted attitudes toward the target from three
fixed effects: target power (high: president, low: represen-
tative), perceiver—target similarity in beliefs (same party
affiliation vs. one Republican, one Democrat), and their
interaction. Table 1 and Figure 1 confirm the main effect of
belief similarity and the interaction between power and
belief similarity (Table 1, Figure 1). A contrast also showed
that people rated high-power, same-beliefs targets more
positively than low-power, same-beliefs targets; another
contrast confirmed that people rated high-power, different-
beliefs targets less positively than low-power, different-
beliefs targets.
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Figure |. Feeling thermometer ratings (0: very cold or unfavorable
— 100: very warm or favorable) (Study 1). Error bars indicate 95%
confidence intervals.

Discussion

Study 1 analyzed thousands of people who gave their opin-
ions on thousands of politicians between 1978 and 2012.
People rated high-power targets more positively than low-
power targets when evaluating targets with similar beliefs,
and they rated high-power targets less positively than low-
power targets when evaluating targets with different beliefs.

Target power is likely confounded with target familiarity,
and thus Study 1’s effect of target power interacting with
perceiver-target similarity in beliefs could actually be an
effect of target familiarity interacting with perceiver-target
similarity in beliefs. However, people in Study 1 could
respond that they “don’t know” a target. Study 1 excluded
these responses, reducing this possibility to some extent.

According to our hypothesis, target power amplifies the
effect of perceiver-target similarity in beliefs on target moral-
ity. However, Study 1 relied on measures of overall attitudes
toward the target instead of the narrower construct of target
morality specified in our hypothesis. Studies 2a-b address
this limitation by measuring target morality directly rather
than indirectly as in Study 1. In addition, Studies 2a-b exam-
ine the hypothesized interaction considering two other
sources of similarity (shared group membership and living in
the same U.S. state) as well as how this interaction affects
two other consequential components of social evaluation
(competence and sociability).

Studies 2a and 2b

Method

Participants. Study 2a recruited 658 U.S. residents on Prolific
Academic. We excluded 28 participants who at the end of the
study recommended to not analyze their data, leaving a final

sample of 630 participants (383 men, 239 women, 8 Other/
Prefer not to say; M, = 43.3).

Study 2b recruited 600 U.S. residents on Prolific
Academic. We excluded 55 participants who at the end of the
study recommended to not analyze their data, leaving a final
sample of 545 participants (313 men, 226 women, 6 Other/
Prefer not to say; M,,,, = 44.0).

Procedure in Study 2a. Participants compared their own
beliefs to the beliefs of 30 groups in society (“Compared to
members of this group, my core values, beliefs, and goals
are . . .”) using a slider scale from “Very Different” (0) to
“Very Similar” (100). In addition, they rated whether or not
they consider themselves a member of each group (no or
yes, a binary measure). The order of these two measures was
randomized. In a pilot study, roughly 600 people listed 20
types of people that they thought today’s society (i.e., the
U.S. in 2022) categorized into groups. People in Study 2a
rated the 30 most frequently listed groups (i.c., an arguably
society-representative sample of groups), which included
Democrats, Republicans, Christians, rich people, LGBTQ+
people, poor people, students, Black people, young people,
elderly people, White people, Hispanic people, blue-collar
workers, Asian people, athletes, adults, middle-class people,
Muslims, women, Jews, scientists, artists, men, atheists,
parents, celebrities and influencers, teachers, politicians,
immigrants, and military and veterans.

Next, participants used a slider scale from “Least
Powerful” (0) to “Most Powerful” (100) to rate how power-
ful each group is with power defined as “how much control/
influence over others this group has relative to other groups
in society.” Next and in randomized order, participants used
three slider scales from “Not at all [. . .]” (0) to “Very [. . .]”
(100) to rate how “Moral,” “Competent,” and “Sociable”
each group is relative to others in society. Finally, partici-
pants provided demographic information, including their age
and gender.

Procedure in Study 2b. Participants listed two adult individu-
als whom they saw as powerful (“they influence many others
in society”), and two adult individuals whom they saw as
powerless (“they influence hardly anyone in society”). For
one powerful and one powerless individual, we asked the
participants to list someone whose core values, beliefs, and
goals are “very similar” to the participant’s own core values,
beliefs, and goals. For the other two individuals, participants
listed someone whose core values, etc. are “very different” to
the participant’s own core values and so on. Participants
listed four additional adult individuals that crossed a power
manipulation (powerful vs. powerless as before) with a
manipulation of similarity with respect to residence (i.e., liv-
ing in the same vs. a different U.S. state). The order of listing
the four individuals that crossed power and belief similarity
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Figure 2. Ratings of target morality as a function of target
power and perceiver-target belief similarity (Study 2a). Error bars
indicate 95% confidence intervals.

versus that crossed power and residential similarity was
randomized.

On the next three randomly ordered survey pages, partici-
pants used the same slider scales as in Study 2a to rate the
morality, sociability, and competence of the eight individuals.
On each survey page, the eight individuals appeared one
below the other in random order. Finally, participants provided
demographic information, including their age and gender.

Results

In Study 2a, we ran a linear mixed model with random inter-
cepts for both the perceivers and the targets. The model pre-
dicted the perceivers’ ratings of the targets’ morality from
target power, perceiver-target belief similarity, and their inter-
action. This analysis revealed the predicted main effect of
perceiver—target belief similarity (b = 0.46, 95% confidence
interval [CI] = [0.45, 0.48], t = 80.80, p < .001) and the pre-
dicted interaction between belief similarity and target power
(b =0.04,95% CI =[0.03,0.05], = 8.61, p < .001). Simple
slope analysis (Aiken & West, 1991) probed this interaction.
The coefficient of the effect of power on target morality was
positive for targets at one standard deviation above the belief
similarity mean (b = 0.02, 95% CI = [0.004, 0.039], ¢ = 2.43,
p = .015), compared to the negative coefficient for targets at
one standard deviation below the belief similarity mean (b =
0.06, 95% CI = [-0.07, —0.04], t = 7.94, p < .001). Thus,
target power amplified the effect of belief similarity on target
morality (Figure 2). We also fit an identical model replacing
perceiver—target belief similarity with shared group member-
ship and found a similar pattern of results (b = 44,
95% CI = [0.41,0.47], 1 = 30.94,p < .001; b, . sonembership =
.05, 95% CI = [0.02, 0.07], ¢ = 3.55, p < .001).

Next, we compared the main and interactive effects of
shared group membership and belief similarity in the same

membership

model and when the dependent measure was either per-
ceived morality, sociability, or competence. To this end, we
fit three linear mixed models with random intercepts for the
perceivers and targets in Study 2a. Each model included five
fixed effects: group membership shared between the per-
ceiver and the target (no = —0.5, yes = 0.5), belief similar-
ity between the perceiver and the target, target power, and
the interactions between target power and both other predic-
tors. These models revealed significant interactive effects of
target power and belief similarity on morality and, to a lesser
extent, competence, but did not reveal significant interac-
tion effects of target power and shared group membership
(Table 2).

Next, we examined how people in Study 2b rendered
these judgments when thinking of specific individuals
rather than societal groups. At the same time, we pit belief
similarity against residential similarity instead of shared
group membership. We modeled Study 2b’s data in three
linear mixed models with random intercepts for the per-
ceivers and the targets. Perceived morality was the depen-
dent measure in one model, and perceived sociability and
competence were the dependent measures in the other two
models. The predictors in each model were all main effects,
two-way interactions, and the three-way interaction
between perceiver-target similarity (similar vs. different),
target power (more vs. less powerful), and type of similar-
ity (beliefs vs. residence).

In the model that predicted perceived morality, the
three-way interaction was significant (b = 0.45, 95% CI =
[0.25, 0.65], t = 4.22, p < .001). Contrasts revealed that
target power depressed morality judgments when the
beliefs of the perceiver and target were dissimilar (b =
0.36, 95% CI = [-0.46, —0.26], t = 7.00, p < .001). When
their beliefs were similar, descriptive results showed the
opposite effect, but this test failed to reach statistical sig-
nificance (b = 0.10, 95% CI = [-0.003, 0.20], z = 1.89, p
= .058). As a result, target power amplified the effect of
belief similarity on perceived target morality (Figure 3).
Target power influenced morality judgments neither when
the perceiver and target shared state residency (b = 0.03,
95% CI = [-0.07, 0.13], t = 0.51, p = .609), nor when
they resided in different states (b = 0.02, 95% CI = [-0.08,
0.12], t = 0.46, p = .647). So target power did not moder-
ate the effect of residential similarity on perceived target
morality. Table S1 in the Supplementary Materials shows
all main effects, two-way interactions, and the three-way
interaction in all three models.

In the two models that predicted perceived sociability and
competence, the three-way interaction was significant as
well (sociability: b = 0.27, 95% CI = [0.06, 0.47], t = 2.52,
p = .012; competence: b = 0.40, 95% CI = [0.20, 0.60], t =
3.97, p < .001). However, the patterns of means in these two
models differed from the pattern of means in the model that
predicted perceived morality. Specifically, target power
improved perceived sociability and competence regardless
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Table 2. Results of Study 2a.

Model b and 95% CI [LB, UB] t p
DV = Morality
Perceiver-target group membership —0.05 [-0.08, —0.02] 3.62 .001
Perceiver-target belief similarity 0.48 [0.46, 0.49] 72.73 .001
Target power -0.02 [-0.03, -0.003] 2.37 018
Group membership * Target power 0.01 [-0.01, 0.04] 0.94 .349
Belief similarity * Target power 0.04 [0.03, 0.05] 7.25 .001
DV = Sociability
Perceiver-target group membership -0.05 [-0.08, -0.01] 2.82 .005
Perceiver-target belief similarity 0.24[0.23, 0.26] 32.51 .001
Target power 0.1410.12, 0.15] 16.45 .001
Group membership * Target power 0.01 [-0.02, 0.04] 0.68 494
Belief similarity * Target power -0.01 [-0.02, 0.002] 1.71 .087
DV = Competence
Perceiver-target group membership -0.02 [-0.05, 0.007] 1.52 129
Perceiver-target belief similarity 0.40 [0.38, 0.41] 58.27 .001
Target power 0.09 [0.07, 0.10] 11.41 .001
Group membership * Target power -0.01 [-0.04, 0.01] -1.04 .300
Belief similarity * Target power 0.01 [0.001, 0.02] 2.16 .031
Note. b = estimate. 95% CI [UB, LB] = 95% confidence interval [lower bound, upper bound].
Residence Beliefs
100
b 0] ==
=]
o
g —i— =l
= 50- ==
—-—
)
60
<
LR
Dissimilar Similar Dissimilar Similar
Power M High [ Low

Figure 3. Ratings of target morality by target power and perceiver-target similarity (beliefs; state of residence) (Study 2b).
Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals.

of whether the perceiver and target were similar or dissimi-

lar, and regardless of whether their (dis)similarity was based

on beliefs or U.S. state residence. Table S1 and Figures S1
and S2 in the Supplementary Materials visualize the two

alternative models.

Discussion

Studies 2a and 2b measured the hypothesized predictors
(belief similarity between the perceiver and the target, and

target power) directly and compared their interactive effect
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Table 3. Distribution choice sets for high-power (left) and low-power (right) actors (Study 3).

Option A $0.70 for them $0.80 for you $0.70 for them $0.80 for you
Option B $0.20 for them $0.30 for you Option B $0.20 for them $0.30 for you
Option C $0.30 for them $0.20 for you Option C $0.30 for them $0.20 for you
Option D $0.90 for them $0.40 for you $0.90 for them $0.40 for you

to alternative interactive effects. Study 2a examined impres-
sions of societal groups and found that when controlling for
target power interacting with perceiver-target belief similar-
ity, there was no interactive effect of target power and shared
group membership on morality judgments. Study 2b exam-
ined impressions of adult individuals and found that when
controlling for target power interacting with perceiver-target
belief similarity, there was no interactive effect of target
power and shared state residency on morality judgments.

In addition, in both studies, the interaction between target
power and belief similarity had a smaller effect size when we
replaced target morality with target competence or sociabil-
ity as the dependent variable in our analysis. In fact, target
competence and sociability were much better predicted (than
target morality) through the main effect of target power.
These results are consistent with functionalist models of
social evaluation (e.g., the Moral Primacy Model, Brambilla
et al., 2021; the Stereotype Content Model, Fiske et al.,
2002), which conceive of competence, sociability, status,
and power as personal and social proficiencies that moderate
the impact of the intent of the target toward the perceiver
(i.e., the self).

Study 3

Study 3 manipulated both target power and belief similarity
by having observers evaluate same-beliefs or different-
beliefs actors who would choose between generous and self-
ish distributions of additional payments. The actor’s choices
were either limited to two relatively low-value options (low
power) or these two options plus two high-value options
(high power). We predicted that observers would expect to
be treated favorably by similar—beliefs actors and unfavor-
ably by different-beliefs actors, that they would expect more
powerful actors to use that power to instantiate more extreme
outcomes, and that morality judgments of high-power (vs.
low-power) targets would therefore be more polarized.

Method

Participants. Study 3 recruited 423 U.S. residents on Prolific
Academic and excluded 23 people who identified as political
moderates (and not as conservative or liberal), leaving a final
sample of 400 participants (M,,, = 35.3; 220 female, 178
male, 2 other/prefer not to say; 210 liberal, 190 conserva-
tive). Similarity and dissimilarity were manipulated by
recruiting participants who had been pre-screened as holding

liberal and conservative ideological beliefs (which we veri-
fied with our own measure). Although this differs from the
multifaceted continuous measure used in previous studies, it
allowed for a simplified experimental design and ensured
that roughly equal numbers of participants from each side of
the ideological spectrum would be recruited. People received
US$0.50 to complete the study.

Procedure. The observer began by providing demographic
information, including their ideological beliefs (liberal or
conservative; we excluded moderates at this point). Next,
they completed all conditions of the 2 (high vs. low power)
X 2 (similar vs. different beliefs) design in random order. In
each condition, they learned that an actor, a real and unique
participant, would decide which distribution of additional
payment would be realized.

In the low-power conditions, the observer looked at the
right panel of Table 3, which addressed them with “you” and
the actor with “them.” The observer learned that low-power
actors would choose between a slightly generous distribution
of additional payment (Option B) and a slightly selfish distri-
bution (Option C). In the high-power conditions, the observer
looked at the left panel of Table 3. They learned that high—
power actors would choose between Option B, Option C, and
two more options that bestowed them with more power
because of greatly expanding the total amount of additional
payment to be distributed. Option A was a slightly generous
distribution. Option D was a selfish distribution. The observer
also learned the actor’s self-identified beliefs (liberal or con-
servative) and that before choosing the actor would learn
theirs. Next, the observer predicted which distribution the
actor would choose (i.e., the observer never learned which
distribution the actor actually chose). Then, the observer
used a 7-point scale to rate the morality of the predicted
choice and then the morality of the actor (1 = “Very morally
bad,” 7 = “Very morally good”). About a week later, we
bonused the observer according to the ice that most actors in
a randomly selected condition had made.

There are two reasons why Options A and D were not
numerically complementary as in the low-power conditions.
The first is that dictator game players rarely give more
resources to their co-players, compared with how much they
keep for themselves (Engel, 2011). Thus, distributions more
generous than Option A would have come across as unrealis-
tic. Second, dictator game players typically keep more
resources for themselves, compared to how much they give
to their co-players (Engel, 2011). Thus, distributions less
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Figure 4. Observer Expectations of Actor’s distribution choice by power and belief similarity (Study 3).

selfish than Option D would have come across as normal
instead of particularly selfish.

Results

Predicted Choice. In the high-power conditions, most observ-
ers expected actors to wield their power. Specifically, they
predicted similar-beliefs actors to behave generously and
choose Option A, whereas they predicted different-beliefs
actors to behave selfishly and choose Option D. In the low-
power conditions, most observers predicted both similar-
beliefs actors and different-beliefs actors to behave selfishly
and choose Option C, see Figure 4.

Impressions of Moradlity. In a linear mixed model with random
intercepts for observers, we predicted impressions of morality
from the perceiver-target similarity in beliefs (we coded dif-
ferent and similar beliefs as —0.5 and 0.5, respectively), target
power (we coded low and high power as —0.5 and 0.5, respec-
tively), and their interaction, which emerged as significant.
As predicted and shown in Table 4, observers rated same-
belief targets and their choices as more moral than different-
belief targets, and this effect was moderated by target power.
Probing this interaction, we found that different-belief actors

rated their anticipated choice and the actor as more moral in
the low-power condition than in the high-power condition
(Figure 5 and Figure S3 in the Supplementary Materials).
Observers evaluating same-belief actors rated their antici-
pated choice and the actor as more moral in the high-power
condition than in the low—power condition.

We also performed mediation analyses to test whether the
interactive effect of belief similarity and power on morality
judgments is mediated by expectations about how the target
will behave toward the perceiver. First, a mediator mixed
model was fit predicting the target’s expected choice (coded
1 = most generous, 4 = most selfish) from target power,
perceiver-target belief similarity, their interaction, and per-
ceiver-level random intercepts. Second, an outcome mixed
model was fit predicting the perceived morality of the tar-
get’s choice from target power, perceiver-target belief simi-
larity, their interaction, expected target choice, and
perceiver-level random intercepts. Mediation analysis was
performed based on these two models (using the mediation R
package; Tingley et al., 2014). Results indicated that of the
total effect of the power/belief similarity interaction on
choice morality (b = 0.50, 95% CI = [0.35, 0.64], p < .001),
86.7% was mediated by expected target choice (b = 0.43,
95% CI = [0.35, 0.52] p < .001). Thus, the interactive effect
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Table 4. Results of Study 3.
Dependent variables
fixed effects
simple effects b and 95% ClI [LB, UB] t p
Choice Morality
Perceiver-target similarity in beliefs 0.59 [0.52, 0.67] 1591 < .00l
Target power —0.03 [-0.10, 0.05] -0.69 490
Belief similarity * Power 0.50 [0.35, 0.65] 6.68 < .00l
Power when Belief similarity = same 0.22 [0.11, 0.32] 4.24 < .00l
Power when Belief similarity = different -0.28 [-0.38, -0.18] -5.21 < .00l
Person Morality
Perceiver-target similarity in beliefs 0.60 [0.53, 0.67] 15.92 <.001
Target power 0.01 [-0.09, 0.06] -0.31 757
Belief similarity * Power 0.42 [0.28, 0.57] 5.64 < .00l
Power when Belief similarity = same 0.20 [0.10, 0.30] 3.77 < .00l
Power when Belief similarity = different -0.22 [-0.32, -0.12] -4.21 < .001

Note. b = estimate. 95% CI [UB, LB] = 95% confidence interval [lower bound, upper bound].
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Figure 5. Ratings of person morality by target power and
perceiver-target belief similarity (Study 3). Error bars indicate
95% confidence intervals.

of power/belief similarity on ratings of choice morality was
mediated by the choice that the perceiver expected the target
to make. The Supplementary Materials reports similar results
for impressions of the target’s morality (vs. the morality of
their choice).

Discussion

In Study 3, the observer predicted how the actor would distrib-
ute additional payment between them. Then, the observer
evaluated both the morality of the anticipated distribution and
the morality of the actor. The actor could choose both a more
selfish distribution and a more generous distribution in the
high-power (vs. low-power) condition. The actor’s ideological
beliefs were either different or similar to those of the observer.
Results showed that on average, the observer predicted the

high-power (vs. low-power), different-beliefs actor to wield
their power and choose a more selfish distribution. Accordingly,
the observer evaluated the choice and personal morality of the
high-power (vs. low-power), different-beliefs actor as lower.
On average, the observer predicted the high-power (vs. low-
power), similar-beliefs actor to also wield their power and
choose a more generous distribution. The observer evaluated
the choice and person morality of the high-power (vs. low-
power), similar-belief actor as higher.

Study 3 manipulated the actor’s power and actor-observer
similarity in beliefs, which interacted to cause changes in
impressions of choice and person morality, addressing the
inferential limitations of the correlational analyses reported in
Studies 1-2b. Moreover, Study 3’s power manipulation was
minimal and fleeting; randomly designated high-power (vs.
low-power) actors would distribute $1 more and make this
choice only once. In everyday life, power differentials are typi-
cally neither arbitrary nor small and short-lived. Thus, power
amplifying the effect of belief similarity on perceived morality
likely has a considerably larger effect size in everyday life.

Study 4

Study 4 manipulated the actor’s power in a different and
arguably more realistic way. Social power depends not just
on the magnitude of a gain or loss that an actor can cause for
an observer but also on the magnitude of the resources that
the actor needs to pay to cause said gain or loss. The most
powerful actors are the ones that can cause maximal gains or
losses for an observer at minimal cost (e.g., the Roman
emperor’s thumb gesture determining whether to kill or
spare the gladiator in the arena). Accordingly, Study 4
manipulated power in terms of both the magnitude of help or
harm and the ease of helping or harming. In the low-power
conditions, the observer encountered an actor who had three
choices. First, the actor could do nothing. Second, they could
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solve many puzzles for a small benefit to themselves at a
small expense to the observer. And third, they could solve
many puzzles for a small benefit to the observer (and none
for themselves). In the high-power conditions, the actor had
the same three choices, except that they would have to solve
a few instead of many puzzles for a large instead of a small
benefit. The beliefs of the actor and observer were similar or
different as in Study 3, and the observer evaluated the moral-
ity of the anticipated choice of the actor and the morality of
the actor per se as in Study 3. We predicted the same interac-
tion effect as in the previous studies, namely that perceived
power should amplify the effect of belief similarity on
impressions of morality.

Method

Participants. Study 4 recruited 854 U.S. residents on Prolific
Academic and excluded 55 people who identified as political
moderates (and not as conservative or liberal), leaving a final
sample of 799 participants (M,,, = 35.28; 332 female, 449
male, 15 other/prefer not to say; 407 liberal, 392 conserva-
tive).! People received $0.50 to complete the study.

Procedure. The observer began by providing demographic
information, including their ideology (liberal or conserva-
tive; we excluded moderates at this point). Next, they com-
pleted all conditions of the 2 (high vs. low power) X 2
(similar vs. different beliefs) design in random order. In each
condition, they learned that an actor, a real and unique par-
ticipant, would choose between three options. They could do
nothing. In this case, the payment for participating would
change for neither the actor nor the observer (neutral). Alter-
natively, the actor could solve puzzles to their own benefit at
the expense of the observer (selfish), or to the observer’s
benefit at no cost to themselves (altruistic). The puzzles were
5-letter anagrams with one correct solution using all five let-
ters. For example, the letters “WRNCO” can be rearranged
to form the word “CROWN.” Observers viewed example
puzzles and learned that each puzzle takes 30 s to solve, on
average. High-power actors could solve 4 puzzles for a $0.40
change in payment; low—power actors could solve 12 puz-
zles for a $0.05 change in payment. The observer also learned
the actor’s self-identified beliefs (liberal or conservative)
and that before choosing the actor would learn theirs. Next,
the observer predicted what the actor would choose. Then,
the observer used a 7-point scale to rate the morality of the
predicted choice and then the morality of the actor (1 = “Very
morally bad,” 7 = “Very morally good”). About a week later,
we bonused the observer according to the choice that most
actors in a randomly selected condition had made.

Results

Predicted Choice. In the low-power conditions, the modal
expectation for both similar-belief actors and different-belief
actors was that they would do nothing, leaving payments for

both parties unchanged. In the high-power conditions, most
observers expected actors with different beliefs to selfishly
solve puzzles for their own benefit at the expense of the
observer, and most observers expected that similar-belief
actors would altruistically solve puzzles for the benefit of the
observer (Figure 6).

Impressions of Morality. In a linear mixed model with ran-
dom intercepts for observers, we predicted impressions of
morality from perceiver-target similarity in beliefs (we
coded different and similar beliefs as —0.5 and 0.5, respec-
tively), target power (we coded low and high power as -0.5
and 0.5, respectively), and their interaction. As predicted
and shown in Table 5, observers rated same-belief targets
and their choices as more moral than different-belief targets,
and this effect was moderated by target power. As in Study
3, we examined the simple effects and found that observers
evaluating different-belief actors rated their anticipated
choice and the actor as more moral in the low-power condi-
tion than in the high-power condition (Figure 7 and Figure
S6 in the Supplementary Materials). Observers evaluating
same-belief actors rated their anticipated choice and the
actor as more moral in the high-power (vs. low-power)
condition.

We again conducted mediation analyses to test whether
the interactive effect of belief similarity and power on moral-
ity judgments is mediated by expectations about how the tar-
get will behave toward the perceiver. These models were
identical to those used to analyze the data in Study 3, except
that in the mediator mixed model, expected actor choice was
coded differently (selfish = —1, neutral = 0, and generous =
1). Results indicated that of the total effect of the power/
belief-similarity interaction on choice morality (b = 0.34,
95% CI [0.24, 0.45], p < .001), 58.0% was mediated by
expected choice (b = 0.20, 95% CI[0.13, 0.27], p < .001).
Again, the interactive effect of power/belief-similarity on
ratings of choice morality was mediated by the choice that
the perceiver expected to target to make. The Supplementary
Materials reports similar results for judgments of person
(rather than choice) morality.

Discussion

Most observers expected neither different-beliefs actors nor
similar-beliefs actors to exert effort when they would have to
solve twelve puzzles for little reward. However, when actors
would only need to solve four puzzles for a much larger pay-
off, observers expected actors with different beliefs to work
for their own benefit at the observer’s expense but expected
actors with similar beliefs to work for the observer’s benefit.
Consistent with these expectations, observers rated high-
power (vs. low-power) actors with different beliefs as less
moral, yet showed the opposite pattern when evaluating
actors with similar ideological beliefs.

In Study 4, the payoff of an extra dollar made the differ-
ence between getting paid fairly versus generously,
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Figure 6. Predicted puzzle-solving choice by target power and perceiver-target belief similarity (Study 4).

Table 5. Results of Study 4.

Dependent variables
fixed effects

simple effects b and 95% ClI [LB, UB] t p
Choice Morality
Perceiver-target similarity in beliefs 0.78 [0.73, 0.83] 28.62 .001
Target power -0.07 [-0.13, -0.02] -2.69 .007
Belief similarity * Power 0.35 [0.24, 0.45] 6.35 .001
Power when Belief similarity = same 0.10[0.02, 0.18] 2.59 .010
Power when Belief similarity = different —-0.25 [-0.33, -0.17] -6.40 .001
Person Morality
Perceiver-target similarity in beliefs 0.75[0.70, 0.81] 27.53 .001
Target power —-0.07 [-0.12, —0.02] -2.52 Ol
Belief similarity * Power 0.34 [0.23, 0.44] 6.15 .001
Power when Belief similarity = same 0.10 [0.04, 0.26] 2.56 Ol
Power when Belief similarity = different —-0.24 [-0.47, —0.24] —-6.14 .001

Note. b = estimate. 95% CI [UB, LB] = 95% confidence interval [lower bound, upper bound].

according to the policies of the online worker platform
Prolific Academic. That is, our manipulation of power was
modest in absolute terms (one dollar) but nevertheless mean-
ingful (relative to the normal reward for taking a brief sur-

vey). To be sure, a brief real-world encounter can involve a  possibility.

much greater difference in power, which translates to a stron-
ger manipulation of power that may well shift perceived
morality to a much greater extent than what we observed in
Study 4. Future archival or field studies should examine this




Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 00(0)

6
51 ——
2
g 4 e
=
o
2]
(&)
~
2.
1- .
Different Same
Belief Similarity
Target Power Ml High [7] Low

Figure 7 Ratings of person morality by target power and
perceiver-taregt belief similarity (Study 4). Error bars indicate
95% confidence intervals

General Discussion

Our work revealed an interactive effect of target power and
ideological belief similarity such that the gap in moral evalu-
ations of targets with similar (vs. different) beliefs was
greater for powerful targets than for less powerful targets. In
general, when people evaluated targets whose beliefs
appeared similar to their own, they rated high-power targets
as more moral than low-power targets. In contrast, when per-
ceivers evaluated targets with different beliefs, they rated
high-power targets as /ess moral than low-power targets.

Study 1 found that U.S. residents rated same-party presi-
dents more positively than same—party members of Congress
but rated opposed-party presidents less positively than
opposed party members of Congress. Studies 2a and 2b nar-
rowed the focus to the hypothesized constructs of belief-sim-
ilarity, power, and morality, and found a larger effect of
perceiver-target belief similarity on moral evaluations when
people rated groups and individuals that they perceived as
more powerful. In addition, Studies 2a and 2b found that this
interaction significantly influenced morality judgments over
and above the effects of other forms of interpersonal similar-
ity interacting with perceived power (shared group member-
ship, living in the same geographic region), and found that
two other basic dimensions of social evaluation, competence
and sociability, were not similarly affected.

Study 3 experimentally manipulated both belief similarity
and power, and found that observers, after anticipating how
they would be treated in a real-money dictator game, rated
high-power actors with similar beliefs as more moral than
low-power, similar-belief actors, but reversed these judg-
ments for high- and low-power actors with diverging beliefs.
Study 4 generalized this pattern of results to an operational-
ization of power that considers the effort the actor needs to
exert to influence the observer’s outcomes. Observers

expected actors with different beliefs to take money from
them when this required little effort, but when the amount of
money was reduced and required a lot of effort from the
actor, observers expected different-belief actors to forego
exerting that effort. In contrast, observers expected same-
belief actors to readily exert little effort to benefit them
somewhat but expected them to forego working hard to ben-
efit them just a little. Importantly, observers’ evaluations of
actors’ morality tracked whether they expected them to hurt
them (different-belief, high-power actors), help them (same-
belief, high-power actors), or not influence them (low-power
actors whose beliefs were either similar or different to the
beliefs of the observers).

Taken together, these studies empirically substantiated the
hypothesized interaction effect between perceived belief
similarity and perceived power on moral evaluations and
suggest that it is rooted in expectations about how positively
or negatively others will influence the outcomes of the self.
People expect those with little power to have little impact on
the self, and thus impressions of their morality are less
extreme than those of powerful others whom they expect to
help or harm the self'to a greater and more meaningful extent,
depending on whether their beliefs are aligned with or
opposed to the those of the self.

It is noteworthy that in all studies, the size of the hypoth-
esized interaction effect between belief similarity and target
power was always considerably larger than the small nega-
tive main effect of target power shown in previous work
(e.g., Wingen & Dohle, 2021). We too find that, all else
equal, target power slightly reduces impressions of target
morality, but additionally show that when belief similarity
varies, target power enhances the perceived morality of sim-
ilar-belief targets and reduces the perceived morality of dif-
ferent-belief targets.

Theoretical Implications

The most direct theoretical implication of our work concerns
functionalist models of social evaluation (Fiske et al., 2002;
Wojciszke et al., 1998), including the Moral Primacy Model
(Brambilla et al., 2021). These models posit that proficiency
dimensions such as perceived competence, sociability, and
power moderate the effect of perceived morality on liking
(i.e., overall impression). We show that the proficiency
dimension of perceived power also moderates the effect of a
pivotal antecedent of perceived morality (belief similarity)
on perceived morality.

Our findings further develop the Agency-Beliefs-
Communion (ABC) model of social evaluation (Koch et al.,
2016), which claims that impressions of communion (a com-
posite of morality and friendliness) are an additive function
of impressions of belief similarity and agency similarity
(Koch, Imhoff, et al., 2020; agency is a composite of power,
status, wealth, and assertiveness). The size of the effect of
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agency similarity on communion is small. Thus, the present
research suggests that agency, which includes power, is bet-
ter modeled as a moderator of the considerably larger effect
of belief similarity on communion, which includes morality.
Predicting communion from belief similarity interacting
with agency (one effect) instead of main effects of belief
similarity and agency similarity (two effects) simplifies the
ABC model.

Our findings are also consistent with the idea of coali-
tional cognition (Cikara, 2021), which emphasizes the men-
tal representation of groups not simply as social categories,
but as entities evaluated on the basis of context-dependent
opportunity for cooperation or competition with the self. If
coalition building is strategic, moral evaluations should be
an interactive function of both belief similarity and power,
with powerful allies being preferred to weak ones and non-
threatening (vs. threatening) out-groups being evaluated as
more moral. Similarly, our findings resonate with recent
theorizing that proposes that political belief systems are
rooted in the alliances that people and groups form based on
perceived similarity, transitivity, and interdependence
(Pinsof et al., 2023). On this view, the content of people’s
political beliefs functions as a kind of ideological superstruc-
ture used to reinforce coalitional and competitive dynamics
between groups. Within this framework, belief similarity
constitutes an instant appraisal of whether the target is cur-
rently allied or opposed to the self, and power captures the
degree and dynamic of interdependence between parties.

Practical Implications

One potential implication of the present research is that as
people attain higher power, in addition to being viewed more
positively by their ideological allies, they may also expect to
be viewed more negatively by ideological adversaries. For
example, politicians who rise in the ranks of their own party
should expect to become more polarizing to voters as their
power and influence grow. They may become even more
beloved by their supporters, but opponents will likely find
them even more repellant because they represent an even
greater potential threat. This is not surprising in the political
realm, where rivals are vilified and where party systems
make perceiver-target belief similarity highly salient. But it
could also play out in other, less explicitly polarized con-
texts. For example, recently promoted managers might be
viewed differently by various company factions to the extent
that ideological competition rather than cooperation charac-
terizes organizational culture. This could be particularly
important in the context of corporate mergers, where distinc-
tions between “us” and “them” are likely to be especially
stark as powerful people from outside the organization move
into management roles.

One additional insight from the present research is that
people expect different-belief others to use their full power
to act selfishly more often than they actually do (see

Supplemental Studies 1 and 2). Although these expectations
were, at an individual level, rational in the sense that selfish-
ness was more common than generosity from different-belief
actors, it also meant that chances for cooperation were
missed. More generally, such overly cynical expectations of
others with different beliefs may lead to preemptive competi-
tive behavior that all but ensures hostility and conflict
between parties rather than cooperation.

Limitations and Future Directions

We theorized that perceived power amplifies the effect of
perceived belief similarity on moral evaluations and that this
interaction effect is rooted in people’s expectations about
how favorably others will behave toward them. To this end,
our experiments asked observers to form expectations about
actors’ behavior toward the self. We cannot be sure that peo-
ple spontaneously generate those expectations in the absence
of prompts. Future research should clarify the role of prompts
in the emergence of the hypothesized interaction effect. We
suspect that it will emerge most reliably given strong and
salient manipulations of both perceiver-target belief similar-
ity and power.

A second limitation of our experiments is that we cannot
accurately determine whether moral condemnation of pow-
erful adversaries or moral approbation of powerful allies
contribute equally to the interaction effect we observed. This
is because actors’ choice sets did not provide selfish and gen-
erous options of equal magnitude. While this was necessary
given observers’ baseline expectations about how others
would behave in the economic games used in these experi-
ments, it unfortunately does not allow us to compare the
simple effect of power on morality given diverging beliefs
with the same simple effect given aligned beliefs. Future
research may clarify the conditions that produce the widest
discrepancies in moral evaluation between high- and low-
power co-believers, and whether and how they differ from
those producing the widest discrepancies for targets that hold
different beliefs.

Relatedly, our studies typically (but not exclusively)
observed simple effects such that powerful targets with simi-
lar beliefs were rated as more moral than less powerful tar-
gets with similar beliefs, and that powerful targets with
different beliefs were rated as less moral than less powerful
targets with different beliefs. We argue that this pattern is a
function of people’s expectations about how such targets will
treat them and obtain evidence consistent with this explana-
tion. However, we expect that moral evaluations are not
entirely driven by such consequentialist reasoning and that
under some conditions either or both of these trends might be
obfuscated or over-ridden by other, context-dependent fac-
tors. For instance, there could be circumstances under which
all same-beliefs targets are rated as equally moral, or where
the effect is reversed, perhaps in a situation where actual
cooperation is more likely to come from a same—beliefs
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target with a similar amount of power rather than one with a
lot more power.

Looking ahead, while this analysis focuses specifically
on the power of the target moderating the effect of belief
similarity on moral evaluations, we expect that the power of
the perceiver must also play some role in this process.
Consistent with the finding (Russell & Fiske, 2010) that
people with high status tend to ignore other people, particu-
larly those with lower status, we predict that perceiver
power should not amplify but attenuate the effect of per-
ceiver—target belief similarity on moral evaluation of the
target. This follows from the idea that powerful perceivers
are likely less threatened by opposite-ideology targets and
less likely to substantially benefit from same-beliefs targets.
Future research could test this. Relatedly, future research
could test whether impressions of morality are more polar-
ized in societies with greater power imbalances (e.g., societ-
ies with greater income inequality as indicated by a larger
GINI coefficient; Dorfman, 1979).

Finally, future research could revisit the question of the
order of importance of different social-evaluative dimen-
sions. Prior work suggests that perceivers prioritize targets’
communion over their agency (Abele & Bruckmiiller, 2011;
Abele & Wojciszke, 2014). Yet from the standpoint of pro-
cessing efficiency, learning a target’s morality is wasted
effort if they lack the power to enact it. For the same reason,
power judgments may take priority over judgments of belief
similarity, which predict judgments of target communion.

In conclusion, morality is not only a function of what
someone would do if given the power to do it but also hinges
on what people think they will do given the power they have.
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Note

1. We recruited more participants than we had pre-registered in
Study 4 because we aimed for at least 300 conservatives and 300
liberals, but there are more liberals than conservatives on online
worker platforms, including Prolific Academic. Thus, recruiting
at least 300 conservatives required recruiting a total number of
participants that was higher than 600.
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