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Abstract 

In the wake of global environmental and health challenges, the role of decision-making processes 

and related mechanisms in ethical consumption have become of increasing interest. This study 

therefore examines the relationship between dietary preferences and the perceived 

persuasiveness of arguments against meat consumption, expanding on existing literature by 

exploring cognitive engagement and trait-mindfulness as potential moderators in the process. A 

sample of 73 participants, eventually making up groups of meat eaters, flexitarians, pescetarians, 

and those following vegetarian or vegan diets, was recruited for this study. The study revealed 

that vegetarians and vegans were more strongly persuaded by arguments highlighting the 

negative impacts of meat consumption on the environment, health, and animal welfare when 

compared to meat eaters and flexitarians, indicative of moral disengagement. Contrary to 

expectations, neither cognitive engagement nor trait-mindfulness moderated these relationships. 

These findings highlight the significant impact of confirmation bias and selective exposure in 

shaping ethical consumption behaviors, specifically in the context of the meat paradox. This 

study also introduces a theoretical implication by questioning the relationship between moral 

disengagement and other mechanisms related to confirmation bias, underscoring the need for 

further research into these cognitive and moral processes. Future studies should aim to replicate 

these findings with larger and more representative samples as well as to explore additional 

moderating variables such as cultural and social identity factors, thus deepening our 

understanding of the mechanisms driving dietary choices and moral disengagement. 

Keywords: meat consumption, moral disengagement, cognitive engagement, mindfulness, 

moderation model 
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Moral Disengagement in the Context of Dietary Preferences 

Decision-making is arguably one of the most important mechanisms of every person's 

life, ranging from apparently simple decisions such as when to wake up in the morning or which 

way to take to work, all the way to intricate, complex decisions like which career path to pursue 

in the first place or which relationships to nurture when being free in the evening. With a 

cognitive mechanism apparently so important and omnipresent in shaping everyone's life and the 

ones of the people around them, it comes as no surprise that the question of how decisions are 

being made in general is a major focus in psychological research. While on an intuitive level it 

seems clear that a driving force in decision making is the underlying information available to the 

person making those decisions, what about the variety of different conclusions people are able to 

reach even if these conclusions are based on, presumably, the same information? On the one 

hand, our reasoning faculties allow us to make sense of the world around us (coming up with the 

scientific method might be the perfect example for this), but on the other hand, exactly those 

same reasoning faculties lead many to fall for seemingly irrational beliefs, as can be seen in 

conspiracy theories leading people up to this date to conclude that the world is a flat disk 

(Olshansky et al., 2020). 

Not only do our minds lead us to a wide array of conclusions, but they also allow us to 

unite seemingly contradictory views simultaneously. An illustrative example for this is certain 

dietary choices people make despite being aware of the consequences, as it is the case with the 

meat paradox. Despite an accumulating amount of reputable studies and media coverage 

claiming that meat consumption is a driving factor for climate change (Carlsson-kanyama & 

González, 2009), animal suffering (Foer, 2010) and health issues (Appleby et al., 2002), as well 

as the overall saliency of this debate, there is still a majority of people who decide to eat meat 
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regardless. One common consequence of holding contradictory views like this however is the 

manifestation of cognitive dissonance. A concept introduced by Festinger (1957), cognitive 

dissonance describes the discomfort arising when holding two or more contradictory beliefs, 

values or attitudes simultaneously, or when their behavior is inconsistent with their beliefs. 

Consequently, when eating meat, thus actively contributing to the aforementioned issues coming 

out of meat consumption, this inconsistency should create a feeling of mental discomfort 

(assuming that those people are actually aware of any of the consequences meat consumption is 

inherently bringing along). This in turn should motivate individuals to reduce or resolve the 

dissonance in order to restore cognitive harmony - with one of the most obvious solutions to 

achieve exactly this being to simply quit eating meat. So why is it that the majority of people are 

still consuming meat nonetheless? 

Gützkow and colleagues (submitted) argue that one of the fundamental motivations in 

humans is their need to uphold a positive and coherent self-image at all times, a claim that has 

also been made by many other researchers before (see e.g., Epstein, 1973; White, 1959; 

Baumeister, 2012). When being subject to cognitive dissonance however, this self-image is being 

threatened. Yet, instead of simply targeting the root of the problem, in the context of the meat 

paradox achieved by quitting meat consumption, people prefer to make use of self-serving biases 

to deal with the cognitive dissonance. These biases, cognitive processes which lead individuals 

to attribute their positive actions to internal factors while attributing their negative actions, 

shortcomings, or misdeeds to external, situational factors, help to avoid internal conflict and to 

maintain existing beliefs (see e.g., Campbell & Sedikides, 1999; Shepherd et al., 2008). This 

preference to make use of self-serving biases may be present due to a variety of reasons. For 

some, to stop eating meat would basically equate to admitting that their behavior was harmful or 
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unethical in the first place, hence threatening their positive self-concept. For others, societal 

norms and cultural contexts can influence the tendency to rationalize rather than to change 

behavior. In many societies, meat consumption is deeply ingrained and socially accepted, so that 

changing such a habitual behavior can lead to social friction or alienation (Cialdini & Goldstein, 

2004). Hence, people might prefer to rationalize their continued meat consumption to align with 

social expectations and avoid conflict. Thereby, while one way to resolve the discomfort coming 

from cognitive dissonance is through behavior change, a more common response is the 

application of moral disengagement processes (Bandura, 1999). 

Moral disengagement summarizes all cognitive mechanisms, mainly cognitive biases and 

heuristics, through which “individuals are freed from the self-sanctions and the accompanying 

guilt that would ensue when behavior violates internal standards, and they are therefore more 

likely to make unethical decisions.” (Detert et al., 2008, p. 375). Thereby, in the context of the 

meat paradox, moral disengagement would allow people who like consuming meat products to 

continue doing so, despite being aware of the fact that they are actively contributing to global 

issues such as climate change, as well as facing moral, ethical and health-related implications on 

a personal and societal level by doing so. When being confronted with the idea that their actions 

might result in those negative effects, moral disengagement allows the person in some way or 

form to deny or downplay this information attacking their self-image. Consequently, this 

research on the one hand tries to investigate the actual involvement of self-serving biases and 

moral disengagement in the meat paradox. On the other hand, this research also seeks to explore 

potential moderators which appear promising in influencing the aforementioned mechanisms of 

moral disengagement.  
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Cognitive Engagement 

 One concept we expect to significantly influence how strongly participants tend to 

morally disengage is the amount of cognitive engagement those participants present when faced 

with a topic of interest. Based on the study by Gützkow and colleagues (submitted), we define 

cognitive engagement as “a general tendency toward seeking out, processing, and analyzing 

information relevant to a single or multiple goals that the individual pursues at any given time 

(cf. Kruglanski et al., 2002; Lewin, 1939). … Essentially, it describes the ‘strength’ of cognition 

leading up to judgment and decision-making. It governs how ‘far’ we can throw the ball within 

our cognitive space.” (Gützkow et al., submitted). Following this reasoning, we also adopt their 

assumption that “as a function of high cognitive engagement …, individuals are likely to take on 

the respective viewpoint prevalent in their information bubble – leading to polarization over 

time.” (Gützkow et al., submitted). Applying this rationale to the meat paradox, it is plausible to 

expect similar polarization between meat eaters and vegetarians or vegans. High cognitive 

engagement may lead individuals to become more entrenched in their dietary choices and 

justifications, thereby amplifying moral disengagement. 

Mindfulness 

 Mindfulness may also influence how likely people are to morally disengage in the face of 

threatening information. Mindfulness is a complex concept that defies a single, concise definition 

due to its varied applications in different contexts. In the psychological domain however, it is 

often defined as “moment-to-moment, non-judgmental awareness, cultivated by paying attention 

in a specific way, that is, in the present moment, and as non-reactively, as non-judgmentally, and 

as openheartedly as possible” (Kabat-Zinn, 2015, p. 1481). Gaining significant traction both 

within and outside psychological research, mindfulness offers a compelling lens through which 
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to address self-serving biases and moral disengagement. 

 There are several studies providing evidence that mindfulness can have an attenuating 

effect on cognitive biases like age and race bias (see e.g., Lueke & Gibson, 2014) as well as the 

sunk-cost bias (Hafenbrack et al., 2014). Especially trait-mindfulness - the inherent tendency to 

be mindful - has been shown to have such an effect on cognitive biases (Qiu et al., 2022). At 

present however, there is no literature available which examines the effects of (trait-)mindfulness 

on moral disengagement or self-serving biases as a whole. 

The Present Study 

The present study thus seeks to bridge this gap as well as to expand on already existing 

literature by examining how dietary preferences interact with moral disengagement and by 

exploring the potential moderating effects of cognitive engagement and trait-mindfulness. To 

gain a comprehensive understanding of these dynamics, participants are instructed to read an 

article highlighting the aforementioned consequences of ecological, moral, ethical and health-

related nature coming out of meat consumption. Afterwards, they are asked to rate the 

persuasiveness of the arguments, which serves as our main indicators of moral disengagement. 

We chose this approach based on a multitude of studies showcasing that discrediting arguments 

allows people to disengage from those arguments, protecting their beliefs in a self-serving way 

(see e.g., Corner et al., 2012; Lord et al., 1997; Munro & Ditto, 1997; Pennycook & Rand, 2018; 

Taber & Lodge, 2006). 

Therefore, assuming that participants' self-serving biases will be activated, we expect 

participants to reach self-serving conclusions about the persuasiveness of the arguments 

presented in the text based on their dietary preferences. We reason, as outlined before, that 

people tend to interpret information in a way that aligns with their existing beliefs and behaviors. 
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Following that idea, strong meat eaters may feel threatened by the article's message implicating 

meat consumption in various negative consequences. To alleviate this threat to their self-image, 

they may be inclined to discredit the arguments presented in the text. By labeling the arguments 

in the article as lacking, they can dismiss those arguments and thus maintain their dietary habits 

without experiencing cognitive dissonance. In contrast, vegetarians and vegans, who have 

already made a conscious choice to abstain from meat consumption, may interpret the same 

arguments in a different way. They may be more inclined to attribute a strong case to the 

arguments in the text and validate them as convincing. By perceiving those arguments in that 

way, vegetarians and vegans can reaffirm their own ethical stance and reinforce their 

commitment to a meat-free lifestyle. 

Secondly, we also hypothesize that cognitive engagement moderates the effects in our 

first hypothesis. This would mean that meat eaters scoring high on cognitive engagement are 

especially unlikely to find the arguments persuasive, while vegetarians and vegans scoring high 

on cognitive engagement are especially likely to indicate that they find the arguments persuasive 

(Figure 1). 

Finally, due to the attenuating effect we expect of mindfulness on self-serving biases, we 

assume meat-eaters scoring high on trait-mindfulness to be more likely to indicate that they find 

the arguments persuasive, while meat-eaters scoring low on trait-mindfulness are less likely to 

indicate that they find the arguments persuasive. However, counterintuitively this would also 

mean that vegetarians and vegans scoring high on trait-mindfulness would be less likely to 

indicate that they find the arguments persuasive compared to vegetarians and vegans scoring low 

on trait-mindfulness (Figure 2). 
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Our main hypotheses consequently are as follows: 

Hypothesis 1: Participants who are strongly committed to meat consumption will exhibit 

greater resistance to the author's arguments regarding the adverse consequences of meat 

consumption, perceiving them as less persuasive compared to vegetarians and vegans. 

Hypothesis 2: Cognitive engagement positively moderates the effects given in 

Hypothesis 1, with high cognitive engagement predicting decreased persuasiveness 

among meat eaters, while high cognitive engagement among vegetarians and vegans is 

associated with increased persuasiveness. 

Hypothesis 3: Trait-mindfulness negatively moderates the effects given in Hypothesis 1, 

with high trait-mindfulness predicting decreased likelihood among vegetarians and 

vegans to find arguments persuasive, while low trait-mindfulness is associated with 

increased persuasiveness, particularly among meat eaters. 

In sum, this study aims to achieve multiple objectives. Firstly, it contributes to the 

broader literature on moral decision-making, offering insights into the mechanisms underlying 

ethical behavior as well as informing interventions aimed at promoting moral integrity, 

especially in regards to ethical consumption. Secondly, this study enables a deeper understanding 

of the concept of moral disengagement in specific, thereby also contributing to the literature in 

that regard. Lastly, it seeks to advance understanding beyond traditional decision-making models 

by investigating the interplay between cognitive engagement, motivational biases, and 

mindfulness. 
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Figure 1 

Moderation Model for Hypothesis 2, Including the Variables Diet (IV), Cognitive Engagement 

(M) and Persuasiveness (DV) 

 

 

Figure 2 

Moderation Model for Hypothesis 3, Including the Variables Diet (IV), Mindfulness (M) and 

Persuasiveness (DV) 
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Methods 

Participants 

 Prior to data analysis, the dataset was examined for missing values. Cases with missing 

data on key variables were excluded from the analysis (n = 15). The final sample thus consisted 

of 73 participants (27 male, 42 female, 2 non-binary, and 2 other) who completed the study 

online. Participants were recruited via Sona Systems (Sona Systems, n.d.) and convenient 

sampling, resulting in the large majority of the participants being undergraduate first-year 

students from the University of Groningen. Of the 73 participants, 21 were omnivores, 31 were 

flexitarians, 5 were pescetarians, and 16 followed a meat-free diet (i.e., vegans and vegetarians). 

The minimum age for participation was 18 years. Participation was voluntary, and all 

participants signed informed consent forms and were rewarded with 0.4 credits if recruited via 

Sona Systems. The study was approved by the ethical committee of the Department of 

Psychology at the University of Groningen (study code: PSY-2324-S-0259).  

Materials and Procedure  

The study is a cross-sectional survey study that focuses on between-subject 

measurements. For data collection, participants completed the study online via the Qualtrics XM 

platform, and for data analysis, we employed SPSS statistical software. The questionnaire began 

with a short explanation of the study, followed by an inquiry to attain participants' informed 

consent. The participants were then asked to specify their dietary preferences and habits.  

Measures of Dietary Choice 

 Participants were asked to indicate their dietary habits, which served as the independent 

variable Diet. The first one asked “How would you describe your current diet?”. Participants 

could choose between “My meals (almost) always include meat”, “I balance meat and vegetarian 
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options”, “Fish is my only source of meat” and “Plant-based (mostly vegetarian or vegan)” 

Those participants that chose either the first or the second option were getting redirected to the 

second and third items. The second item asked how many days a week participants are 

consuming meat products, on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 day to 7 days a week. Lastly, 

the third item used a 5-point Likert scale to assess the question “Do you make efforts to reduce 

your meat consumption?”, with answer options ranging from ‘absolutely no efforts’ to 

‘significant efforts.’  

Measures of Cognitive Engagement 

Cognitive Engagement was measured through a 6-item adaptation of already existing 

cognitive reflection tests (Gützkow et al., submitted). All items were designed with the intention 

that an intuitive but wrong answer gets triggered in the participants which actively needs to be 

overwritten. An example item goes as follows: 

You are faced with two trays each filled with white and red jelly beans. You can draw one 

jelly bean without looking from one of the trays. Tray A contains a total of 10 jelly beans of 

which 2 are red. Tray B contains a total of 100 jelly beans of which 19 are red. From which tray 

should you draw to maximize your chance of drawing a red jelly bean? 

A: Tray A (correct answer) 

B: Tray B 

Participants could score between 0 (no items answered correctly) and 6 (all items answered 

correctly). 
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Measures of Moral Disengagement 

Due to methodological difficulties in measuring moral disengagement directly, we 

inferred Moral Disengagement by measuring Persuasiveness, the perceived persuasiveness of the 

arguments given in the text, for reasons discussed above. 

The text presented to participants comprised three main sections, each detailing certain 

adverse consequences of meat consumption: environmental impact, animal suffering, and health 

concerns. The first section highlighting the impact of meat consumption on the environment 

outlined the extensive ecological footprint of livestock farming and overfishing, emphasizing 

greenhouse gas emissions, resource inefficiency, and the impact on global food security. The 

second paragraph, introducing the consequences of meat consumption on animal suffering, 

described the inhumane conditions and practices associated with industrial livestock farming, 

while also detailing the physical and psychological distress inflicted on animals. The final 

section introduced health concerns linked to high meat consumption, ranging from various 

chronic diseases to public health issues, while also contrasting these with the benefits of a 

meatless diet. To facilitate moral disengagement in participants, we intentionally presented the 

arguments in the text in a way that invited subjective interpretation and evaluation of those 

arguments. 

Persuasiveness was then measured for each of those themes addressed in the text: 

environmental concerns (“Plant-based diets are better for the environment”), moral concerns 

(“Plant-based diets prevent animal suffering”) and health concerns (“Plant-based diets are better 

for your health”), respectively, each ranging from “Not convincing at all” to “Very convincing”. 

The Cronbach’s alpha for this measure was ⍺ = .60.  
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Measures of Mindfulness 

Mindfulness was measured using a single-item taken from Meier and colleagues (2022), 

exploring trait-mindfulness by asking “To what extent do you agree with this statement: “I am a 

mindful person.” (Note: a mindful person pays attention to the present, is less concerned about 

the past or future, and accepts things as they are)”. This single-item scale was chosen as previous 

research showed that it “correlated positively with three of the most frequently used multi-item 

measures of trait mindfulness at values that were in the medium to large range (rs = .24 to .51)” 

(Meier et al., 2022, p. 816) while proving to be time efficient compared to those other commonly 

used multi-item measures. 

 In the final section of the questionnaire, demographic information was collected (gender 

with the answer options ‘male,’ ‘female’, ‘non-binary’, and ‘other’ as well as political orientation 

with answer options ranging from ‘extremely left-wing’ to ‘extremely right-wing’) and a 

debriefing on the purpose of the study was given in text format. 

Results 

Preliminary Analysis 

First, assumptions for the moderator regression analyses were tested. Assumptions of 

linearity and homoscedasticity were checked and considered to be met. Normality of residuals 

were tested by applying the Shapiro-Wilk test on the standardized residuals from each 

moderation regression. The assumption of normality of residuals was violated for half of the 

regressions as the p-values were below .05 in these cases. Multicollinearity was tested by 

investigating the variance inflation factors (VIF), which were far below 10 in all cases, indicating 

no multicollinearity. Finally, also the independence of errors was tested using Durbin-Watson 
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tests. As the values in each test were close to 2 and never below 1 or above 3, the assumption of 

independence of errors was considered to be met. 

Frequencies and Descriptive Statistics 

With a final sample of N = 73, participants were categorized into four groups based on 

their dietary preferences: meat-consumers (n = 21, M = 4.21, SD = .92), flexitarians (n = 31, M = 

4.69, SD = .74), vegetarians or vegans (n = 16, M = 5.60, SD = .37) and pescetarians (n = 5, M = 

5.3, SD = .53). The values in parentheses represent the means and standard deviations of the 

dependent variable Persuasiveness for the respective groups. Notably, participants scored 

significantly above average in terms of Cognitive Engagement and Persuasiveness (refer to Table 

1 for a full overview of Descriptive Statistics). Pearson's correlations between the distinctive 

subscales can be found in Table 2, showcasing, among others, significant moderate correlations 

between Persuasiveness and Cognitive Engagement (r = .299). 

 

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics 

  Mean 

Std. 

Deviation N 

Persuasiveness 4.80 .88 73 

Cognitive 

Engagement 

5.01 .98 73 

Mindfulness 4.49 1.55 73 
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Table 2 

Correlations  

  

Persuasiven

ess 

Cognitive 

Engagemen

t 

Mindfulnes

s 

Persuasivene

ss 

Pearson 

Correlation 

1 .299* .173 

Sig. (2-tailed) 
  

.010 .144 

N 73 73 73 

Cognitive 

Engagement 

Pearson 

Correlation 

.299* 1 .161 

Sig. (2-tailed) .010 
  

.173 

N 73 73 73 

Mindfulness Pearson 

Correlation 

.173 .161 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .144 .173  

N 73 73 73 

Note. **. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

         *. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

 

 

Hypothesis Testing 

The aim of this study was to test whether and in what way one’s dietary preferences 

relate to the tendency of that person to morally disengage, in this case through discrediting 

arguments presented in a text focusing on the adverse consequences of meat consumption. To 
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investigate the moderation models we came up with, we conducted a multiple regression entering 

Persuasiveness as the dependent variable. Diet, Mindfulness and Cognitive Engagement were 

entered as the independent variables, as well as the interaction terms between Diet and 

Mindfulness and Diet and Cognitive Engagement. Mindfulness and Cognitive Engagement were 

centered to the mean prior to analysis to avoid multicollinearity. 

 

Table 3 

Coefficients ͣ    

    

Collinearity 

Statistics 

 Model 

Standardize

d 

Coefficients 

Beta t Sig. VIF 

(Constant)  15.629 <.001  

Diet .531 4.656 <.001 1.364 

CognitiveEngagement  .154 .606 .547 6.817 

Mindfulness -.121 -.470 .640 6.920 

Diet*CognitiveEngagement -.072 -.264 .793 7.892 

Diet*Mindfulness .326 1.265 .210 6.956 

 ͣ Dependent Variable: Persuasiveness    

 

 



19 

Regarding Hypothesis 1, anticipating that dietary preferences predict the perceived 

persuasiveness of the arguments, results indicate a significant relationship, β = .53, t(69) = 4.6, p 

< .001. An additional ANOVA (analysis of variance) for the sake of a post-hoc Tukey HSD test 

revealed that vegetarians and vegans (M = 5.33, SD = .53) perceived the arguments as 

significantly more persuasive than meat eaters (M = 4.21, SD = .92) and flexitarians (M = 4.69, 

SD = .74), both p < .001. Furthermore, pescetarians (M = 5.60, SD = .37) found the arguments 

significantly more persuasive than meat eaters, p = .013. These findings therefore provide 

support for Hypothesis 1. 

Pertaining to Hypothesis 2, positing that the cognitive engagement participants exhibit 

when processing the arguments in the text positively moderates the relationship outlined in 

Hypothesis 1, the interaction term between dietary preference and cognitive engagement turned 

out non-significant, β = -.07, t(69) = -.26, p = .793. A plot visualizing the interaction between 

Diet and Cognitive Engagement on Persuasiveness can be found in Figure 3. Overall, these 

results stand in contrast with what we predicted in our second hypothesis.  

Also Hypothesis 3, investigating the moderating effect of trait-mindfulness, was 

examined. Also here was the interaction between dietary preference and trait-mindfulness not 

able to significantly predict the perceived persuasiveness of the arguments, β = .33, t(69) = 1.27, 

p = .210. A plot visualizing the interaction between Diet and Cognitive Engagement on 

Persuasiveness can be found in Figure 4. Overall, this goes against our third hypothesis that 

mindfulness acts as an attenuative moderator in the relationship outlined in Hypothesis 1.   
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Figure 3 

Interaction Between Diet and Cognitive Engagement on Persuasiveness 

     

Note. This figure illustrates the effect of dietary preferences (Diet) on persuasiveness of 

arguments (Psuasive), with Cognitive Engagement (CogEng) as the moderator. Cognitive 

Engagement is mean-centered. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals for each group. 

ͣ Dietary preferences are categorized into four groups: Group 1 (meat-consumers), Group 2 

(flexitarians), Group 3 (vegetarians or vegans), and Group 4 (pescetarians). 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

a 
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Figure 4 

Interaction Between Diet and Trait-Mindfulness on Persuasiveness 

 

Note. This figure illustrates the effect of Diet on Persuasiveness (Psuasive), with Trait-

Mindfulness (Mindfuln) as the moderator. Trait-Mindfulness is mean-centered. Error bars 

represent 95% confidence intervals for each group. 

ͣ Dietary preferences are categorized into four groups: Group 1 (meat-consumers), Group 2 

(flexitarians), Group 3 (vegetarians or vegans), and Group 4 (pescetarians). 

 

Discussion 

 This study investigated whether and in what ways dietary preferences predict the 

occurrence of moral disengagement mechanisms in the context of the meat paradox. Based on 

the idea that individuals are highly motivated to maintain a positive and coherent self-image and 

that any threat to this self-image results in cognitive dissonance, we stipulated that, in the context 

of the meat paradox, dietary preferences predict both the tendency and strength of moral 

a 
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disengagement in participants. More specifically, we expected that individuals who feel 

especially threatened by arguments highlighting adverse consequences of meat consumption, so 

primarily meat eaters, would engage in stronger moral disengagement compared to those who do 

not feel threatened or maybe even supported by those same arguments. In addition to that, we 

also investigated the role of cognitive engagement as an enhancing moderator as well as trait-

mindfulness as a buffering moderator in the relationship between dietary preferences and the 

perceived persuasiveness of the arguments. 

 The analysis above provides a preliminary answer to these questions. While we found 

support that dietary preferences seem to be significantly related to how participants perceive the 

persuasiveness of arguments dealing with the consequences of meat consumption, with meat 

eaters being especially persuaded and thus supporting our Hypothesis 1, we found no compelling 

evidence for the other hypotheses. That means that, in contrast to what was hypothesized, neither 

cognitive engagement nor mindfulness seem to have any moderating effects on the relationship 

between dietary preferences and the perceived persuasiveness of the arguments (Hypotheses 2 

and 3). 

Theoretical Implications 

 The discrepancy between meat eaters and vegetarians/vegans in regards to our first 

hypothesis invites a multitude of theoretical interpretations. One explanation, consistent with the 

arguments presented in this paper, is the assumption that there is a need to maintain a positive 

and coherent self-image. Once that self-image is threatened by certain information, cognitive 

dissonance arises, and with it the tendency to apply self-serving biases or, more specifically, 

moral disengagement mechanisms, to maintain that positive self-image. As noted by Bandura 

(1999), moral disengagement allows individuals to justify behaviors that contradict their moral 
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standards, thus maintaining their self-esteem. In our study, these moral disengagement 

mechanisms take on the form of confirmation biases, through which the participant is able to 

discredit certain arguments of the author once those arguments go against their personal beliefs 

(Nickerson, 1998). This potential explanation would therefore also be in line with the rest of the 

literature presented throughout this paper so far. 

However, while that might be the case in this study, the data also supports the idea of the 

complementary side of the confirmation bias, namely the tendency to favor information that 

supports already existing beliefs. All groups scored above average in finding the arguments in 

the text persuasive, including meat-consumers (n = 21, M = 4.21, SD = .92) and flexitarians (n = 

31, M = 4.69, SD = .74). This suggests that, rather than meat eaters discrediting the arguments 

more intensely, vegetarians and vegans might just be more inclined to favor the arguments 

presented. Also addressed by Nickerson (1998), this phenomenon is known as selective 

exposure, where individuals prefer information that aligns with their pre-existing beliefs. 

Our results therefore inspire a compelling argument regarding the relationship between 

moral disengagement and selective exposure. Specifically, we question whether the phenomenon 

of discrediting arguments more strongly is essentially the same as favoring those same 

arguments less, and vice versa. Are we, in essence, examining two sides of the same coin, 

namely confirmation bias, with discrediting arguments (in our case synonymous with moral 

disengagement) on one side and favoring arguments (in our case synonymous with selective 

exposure) on the other, merely using different terminologies to describe the same underlying 

mechanism? Or are these phenomena distinct processes that, while complementary, operate 

independently of each other? Clarifying this distinction is crucial for helping us better understand 

the dynamics at play and hence accurately interpret our findings. Are we observing genuine 
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moral disengagement among participants, or are our results driven primarily by heightened 

selective exposure among vegetarians and vegans? Resolving this question is not only 

fundamental to addressing our research question but also to advance our understanding of these 

psychological processes. 

When staying with the idea that our results indeed indicate that vegetarians and vegans 

favor arguments aligning with their beliefs more instead of meat eaters morally disengaging 

more, it could be worthwhile to interpret our findings through the lens of social identity theory. 

Put forward by Tajfel and Turner (1979), they argue that people derive a strong sense of identity 

through their membership in social groups. In the context of the meat paradox, this may reveal 

itself in that vegetarians and vegans often form communities with strong shared values and 

norms, which reinforce their ethical beliefs and make them more receptive to arguments against 

meat consumption. In contrast, with most parts of the world still exhibiting meat-based cultures, 

meat eaters and flexitarians might still be part of the status quo where meat consumption is 

normalized, thus reducing the need for a distinct group identity as this behavior is still broadly 

accepted and unchallenged (Rosenfeld & Burrow, 2017). 

The lack of significant moderating effects in terms of cognitive engagement and 

mindfulness may be difficult to interpret due to the limitations of this study, especially in regards 

to the sample size. While it may be possible that both cognitive engagement and mindfulness 

indeed have no effect on the relationship between dietary preferences and the perceived 

persuasiveness of arguments, it seems reasonable to suggest that further research including 

sample sizes with sufficient power is needed to arrive at a meaningful conclusion about these 

moderators. 
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Strengths and Limitations 

One big caveat of our study is the sample size. The inclusion of only 73 participants in 

the final analysis results in a lack of statistical power, especially for detecting subtle effects, as is 

often required in moderation analyses. Consequently, it is difficult to determine whether 

cognitive engagement and trait mindfulness genuinely have no relationship with dietary 

preferences in this study, or if the findings are merely a consequence of insufficient statistical 

power. Especially in regards to mindfulness, it could prove worthwhile to use more elaborate 

scales as the authors of the SIMS acknowledge that their scale might not be as sufficient as other, 

more commonly used scales to determine participants' trait-mindfulness accurately (Meier et al., 

2023). Furthermore, since this study measured participants' responses using questionnaires, the 

usual downsides of self-report scales must be taken into consideration, such as socially desirable 

responses, response biases as well as subjective interpretations of the questions asked. Especially 

the phrasing of the dietary preferences response options might have introduced ambiguity into 

our data. By asking participants if their diet is "Plant-based (mostly vegetarian or vegan)," we 

intended to identify both vegetarians and vegans, although "plant-based" typically refers to vegan 

diets only. The term "mostly" adds further vagueness, all of which could have affected the 

accuracy of our dietary classification and thus the reliability of our analysis. In addition to that, a 

convenience sample was used, potentially giving rise to common limitations such as self-

selection bias, lack of representativeness and therefore often limited external validity. As our 

sample also mainly included first year psychology students, this demographic homogeneity of 

the sample leaves unanswered questions about how different age groups, particularly older 

generations with potentially different norms regarding meat consumption, might have responded. 

Finally, the assumption for the normality of residuals for regression analyses were not met. This 
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violation can affect the validity of the regression results, leading to potential inaccuracies in the 

interpretation of the data and the statistical conclusions drawn from the analyses. 

There are however also certain strengths of this study, especially against the backdrop of 

the low sample size. Despite the limitations, we found a highly significant relationship between 

dietary preferences and the perceived persuasiveness of arguments. This indicates that the design 

of our article presented to the participants was highly effective and achieved exactly what it was 

intended to. Consequently, our study contributes to the existing literature, both by applying the 

concepts of cognitive engagement, mindfulness and moral disengagement to the context of the 

meat paradox as well as by providing evidence for the presence of moral disengagement 

mechanisms in the formation and maintenance of dietary preferences. 

Future Directions 

Due to some promising results as well as the theoretical foundations underlying this 

study, the priority of future research should be to replicate the findings of this study with the 

intention to minimize the present limitations, especially in regards to the sample size and the 

ambiguity in the dietary preferences response options. In addition to that, another focus should 

be on exploring further variables potentially moderating the relationship between dietary 

preferences and the perceived persuasiveness of arguments, as well as testing alternative 

explanations in that relationship. Especially the argumentation in favor of the social identity 

theory as outlined above could serve as an interesting starting point by inspiring exploration of 

the influence of group memberships and according group norms on said relationship. Finally, to 

gain a deeper understanding of the relationship between moral disengagement, confirmation 

biases and selective exposure mechanisms, further research should be directed towards that 

avenue.  
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Conclusion 

This research introduces a nuanced perspective on the mechanisms of moral 

disengagement, suggesting that dietary preferences influence the reception of moral and ethical 

arguments through distinct cognitive pathways. Specifically, individuals adhering to meat-free 

diets were more persuaded by arguments against meat consumption, potentially reflecting a self-

serving bias that reinforces their existing beliefs. In contrast, meat eaters and flexitarians 

displayed resistance to these arguments, likely as a means of protecting their dietary habits and 

self-image, which we took as support for our first hypothesis and the existence of moral 

disengagement mechanisms in the context of the meat paradox. Despite the initial hypothesis, 

cognitive engagement and mindfulness did not moderate the relationship between dietary 

preferences and the perceived persuasiveness of the arguments. While this finding indicates that 

the influence of these psychological constructs on dietary decisions might be more intricate than 

previously thought, the results of this study as a whole have to be interpreted in the context of the 

existing limitations, especially the limited sample size. Overall, this study inspires future 

research by enhancing the theoretical framework of moral disengagement in the context of 

dietary choices, both by introducing novel moderators in the context of moral disengagement as 

well as by provoking a conceptual discussion about the underlying mechanisms of confirmation 

biases and their relations to the specific concept of moral disengagement. Future researchers 

should therefore focus on identifying the specific facets of confirmation biases and their 

implications for dietary behavior. Furthermore, given the crucial role of ethical consumption in a 

wide range of global problems, including environmental challenges, animal suffering and 

adverse health consequences, interventions aimed at fostering these attributes could be pivotal in 

promoting ethical and sustainable dietary practices. 
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