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Abstract 

Social safety policies and campaigns aimed at preventing social harm are part of many 

organizations and institutions nowadays. But what effect does exposure to these campaigns 

have on our perceptions of social interactions? Research suggests exposure may lead to harm 

or threat salience, leading people to perceive consequent behaviors as more harmful to others 

as they pay attention to the subject. However, this relationship may be affected by many 

potential variables, such as political ideology. I hypothesize that exposure to social safety 

campaigns leads to greater harm perceptions in ambiguous social interactions, and that 

political ideology moderates this relationship. We did an experimental study for which we 

recruited a total of 161 participants. These were divided into a control and an experimental 

group, in which we manipulated social safety. Participants then reflected on two vignettes and 

assessed to which extent they found the behavior harmful, to which extent it morally outraged 

them, and the extent to which they were inclined to punish the perpetrator(s). The analysis 

indicated no significant differences in group means for either condition. Regression analysis 

also indicated no significant moderation effect for political ideology. Political ideology 

correlated negatively with the second vignette's outcome variables, indicating that more right-

winged people found the situation less harmful and morally wrong. The lack of significant 

results may be due to limitations in the study design and the sample, but the theory behind the 

study posits that this model may need to be investigated further. 
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Politics and Perceptions: How Social Safety Campaigns and Political Ideology Influence 

Moral Judgments 

 Sarah and her friends are having a coffee break together. Sarah vents to them 

about their boss: she feels like he singles her out. Today, for the third time this week, he 

started the team meeting without her and made comments when she came in. “Hey, sleeping 

beauty, thanks for finally joining us,” he had said in front of the entire team this morning. 

Sleeping Beauty had become her nickname after she came in late once. She tells her friends 

she feels like he is bullying her, and that he starts meetings early on purpose. ‘You think this 

is bullying? Aren’t you blowing it up a little? Sounds like he just jokes around.’, her 

conservative friend answers. Her other friend, a liberal, is quick to interrupt: Of course this is 

bullying, are you really not seeing this? This guy should be fired for what he is doing to her’. 

Sarah sighs as the conversation becomes more tense. How come her friends’ reactions are so 

different?  

As we see in the example above, deciding what is and is not harmful behavior in the 

workplace is a difficult task. Many situations are ambiguous and are strongly subject to 

people’s moral worldviews, norms, values, and other factors unrelated to the incident 

itself  (Jost, 2006; Jost et. al., 2009). Where one may think of a situation as being incredibly 

harmful to another person, another may think the very opposite. These differences can be 

stark and may even lead to conflicts or misunderstandings. Many possible variables may 

cause these differences. In recent literature, there has been a strong focus on the impact of 

political orientation on various kinds of behaviors, attitudes, and perceptions. In this thesis, I 

will build on political ideology and its effects on harm perception in the workplace. 

When we look at political ideology, it becomes clear that liberals and conservatives 

may perceive and react to workplace issues such as the example above very differently, 

because they often strongly differ in morals and value certain morals over others. Political 



SOCIAL SAFETY, POLITICS, AND MORAL JUDGMENTS
  5 

ideology is a variable strongly related to our moral worlds (Haidt & Graham, 2007) and a 

powerful driver for many kinds of behaviors, attitudes, beliefs, and other outcomes, and 

shapes how people see the world (Jost, 2006; Jost et al., 2009). The differences in these 

morals and values, in turn, might mean that some may be more sensitive to possible violations 

of workplace social safety violations than others.  

These differences in sensitivity are highly relevant in today’s workplace. Many 

organizations focus on social safety and do social safety-related campaigns, and political 

ideology continues to become more salient in people’s minds due to the greater accessibility 

of news (Swigart et al., 2020). The difference in the kinds of issues liberals and conservatives 

find important may cause them to respond differently to these campaigns as well (Oxley et al., 

2008; Smith et al., 2019). For example, liberals and conservatives perceive different 

violations as threats and respond differently to these threats (Oxley et al., 2008), and may 

experience different extents of emotions, such as moral outrage or intentions to punish 

(Bastian et al., 2013; Rothschild & Keefer, 2017). As harm, both physical and psychological, 

is an issue that liberals tend to have strong feelings about, liberals may be more sensitive to 

these campaigns and morally care more about the implications these campaigns have. 

However, this sensitivity may also be caused simply by the mere exposure to these 

campaigns. Evidence suggests that being exposed to a campaign like this may cause people to 

be more inclined to perceive consequent situations as more harmful than before, as the 

campaign makes harm salient in the mind. This means that exposure to a social safety 

campaign makes people perceive ambiguous situations as more harmful to another person 

independent from political orientation as well. As many organizations create social safety 

campaigns to prevent harmful situations in the workplace, it is important to understand the 

effects of exposure to these campaigns and exposure to potentially harmful situations.  
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One important outcome of this is that exposure may spark different emotional and 

moral reactions, especially when one feels strongly about social safety and harm prevention 

on a moral level. An example of this is moral outrage: a feeling of anger and disgust when 

someone transgresses against a moral principle (Bastian et al., 2013; Rothschild & Keefer, 

2017). This may even lead one to want to punish the transgressor. When we look at what 

Oxley et al. (2008) found, it would make sense that these emotions are stronger when the 

transgression connects to your morals and political beliefs.   

Guided by different theories on morality, harm perception, and political ideology, I 

will explain why I expect exposure to social safety campaigns to lead to a greater perception 

of harm, moral outrage, and punishment intent, and how political ideology moderates this 

relationship. 

Theoretical Foundation 

For this thesis, I am interested in whether exposure to a social safety campaign makes 

people perceive situations as more harmful and whether it makes them experience more moral 

outrage and a higher intention to punish the perpetrator. More specifically, I will look at the 

role of political orientation in this relationship and whether liberals are truly more sensitive to 

these principles than conservatives. In the following paragraphs, I describe these concepts 

more in-depth. 

Harm Perception and its Outcomes 

As mentioned before, it is difficult to decide what kinds of situations or behaviors are 

and are not harmful to people, but the outcomes can be very impactful. To assess this, we first 

must understand what harm means and what its implications are. Harm is a concept that 

encompasses a variety of behaviors that have a negative or damaging effect on people, such as 

bullying, sexual harassment, or traumatic instances (Dakin et al., 2023). In the modern 

workplace, there is mostly a focus on harm in the social context, and on minimizing 
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workplace aggressions that may lead to harmful situations. Focusing on (social) harm in the 

workplace is not a bad thing: about 34% of employees in organizations have experienced 

some kind of workplace aggression (Zhong et al., 2023), making it quite prevalent. Workplace 

aggression encompasses many kinds of harmful behaviors at work, and these aggressions 

have many negative consequences for targeted employees in their job attitudes, well-being, 

and work behaviors. In other words, workplace aggression may be harmful to the target. 

However, besides experiencing workplace aggression, seeing these transgressions happen to 

other people may also lead to different emotional outcomes, such as moral outrage and 

punishment intentions. We will take a closer look at these two outcomes. 

When others violate a moral standard someone deeply cares about, they may 

experience moral outrage. This term is defined as a combination of anger and disgust directed 

towards the violating party for violating a moral principle (Bastian et al., 2013; Rothschild & 

Keefer, 2017), and is closely related to harm perception: observing harm generally tends to let 

us experience a greater extent of moral outrage (Ginther et al., 2021). People often express 

moral outrage on behalf of the victim (third-party perspective) and it is seen as a prosocial 

emotion (Bastian et al., 2013; Rothschild & Keefer, 2017; Ginther et al., 2021). The intensity 

of these reactions depends on the valence of the moral standard that was violated and the 

severity of the act, but the feeling of moral outrage, in general, is strongly related to the 

intention to punish someone for this violation (Bastian et al., 2013; Salerno & Slepian, 2022). 

In other words, moral outrage serves as an “emotional barometer” that indicates the 

harmfulness of an act or type of behavior, which then determines the extent of appropriate 

punishment (Bastian et al., 2013).  

Effects of Social Safety Campaigns  

Given the negative effects and emotional outcomes of harmful situations in the 

workplace, many organizations seek to prevent these instances, for example by creating social 
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safety-related campaigns that warn people to look out for social transgressions and encourage 

them to think about how their behavior can impact others. This may include posters and 

informative e-mails on what to do or where to go when something happens, or to think about 

what behaviors are and are not okay (e.g., see University of Groningen, 2023). These 

campaigns are usually created to bring awareness. However, even with targeted campaigns, it 

remains difficult to narrow down the exact kinds of behavior to look out for and the exact 

kind of situations to be aware of. Be that as it may, that does not mean these campaigns are 

ineffective. Evidence suggests that being exposed to a campaign like this may cause harm to 

become more salient in people’s minds (Bleske-Rechek et al., 2023). This can be seen as a 

form of priming: exposing people to targeted information makes them more aware of potential 

harm in their surroundings. Different experiments have suggested that making harm salient 

also causes people to perceive ambiguous situations as more harmful than before (Bleske-

Rechek et al., 2023; Smith & Percy, 2019). An underlying principle of this may be what we 

call concept creep (Haslam, 2016), meaning that harm constructs (such as bullying) continue 

to encompass more subtle behaviors over time, meaning what we understand as harmful is 

expanded. This inclusion of more subtle kinds of harmful behavior may contribute to 

differences in what we see as harmful and what not, because many things may potentially be 

harmful to some extent. This combination of the ambiguity of social situations and differences 

in the extent to which we perceive these situations as harmful may also lead to more or less 

intense emotional and moral reactions, because harm perception seems to relate quite strongly 

to moral outrage and punishment intent (e.g. see Bastian et al., 2013; Ginther et al., 2021). 

This strong connection should mean exposure to a social safety campaign leads people to not 

only increased harm perception, but also to experience a greater deal of moral outrage and 

stronger punishment intentions. 
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 Based on the theories above, I hypothesize in this study that exposing people to a 

social safety campaign will lead them to perceive an ambiguous social situation as more 

harmful, experience greater moral outrage, and have stronger punishment intentions. 

Hypothesis 1. Exposing people to a social safety campaign will lead them to perceive 

an ambiguous social situation as more harmful, experience greater moral outrage, and have 

stronger intentions to punish the perpetrator. 

However, in existing studies it remains unclear whether this relationship stands by 

itself or whether there may be moderators in place: do merely the exposure to these 

campaigns themselves lead to greater harm perception, or are these perceptions influenced by 

other variables as well? This is where political ideology plays a crucial role. In the sections 

below, I will explain what political ideology entails, what its outcomes are, and why it may 

moderate the relationship stated above. 

Political Ideology 

Political ideology is a predictor for many different outcomes such as norms, values, 

attitudes, and behavior, and is closely related to our moral worldviews (Jost, 2006; Jost et al., 

2009). In recent studies, there has been a greater focus on political ideology as a variable as it 

may connect to more outcomes than we might expect (e.g. Swigart et al., 2020), such as the 

moral values we find important. This is why it is important to examine political ideology and 

its outcomes. 

 In politics, the most important distinction we make is between liberals and 

conservatives or between left and right. Although political ideology is considered to be a left 

to right dimension, the differences in opinions and morals can be quite strong across the 

dimension as a whole. The basic differences of this left-right dimension are 1) preference for 

change versus stability, and 2) attitudes concerning equality versus inequality (Sowell, 2002). 

In general, liberals (left-wing), tend to be more open to experiences and change and highly 
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value individual liberty to explore and pursue their individual interests and goals (Graham et 

al., 2009; Sowell, 2002). For conservatives, on the other hand, the stability of institutions and 

structures forms the core of conservative beliefs and principles. They tend to be resistant to 

change, believing that change can impact or damage the very stability that makes living in a 

society possible (Haidt & Graham, 2007; Muller, 1997), and morally opposed to extreme 

individual freedom, as promoted by liberal views (Muller, 1997). The ideologies people hold 

on this dimension strongly impact the way they perceive the world on a moral level. 

These differences in moral worldviews between liberals and conservatives can be 

quite stark. People on the two ends of the spectrum often find it difficult to understand the 

other’s perspective, as they may differ cognitively (e.g. through different values), socially 

(e.g. through different identities), and/or behaviorally (e.g. through different party affiliations) 

(Haidt & Graham, 2007; Swigart et al., 2020). There are different ways to look at these 

differences in morality between liberals and conservatives. Haidt & Graham (2007) theorize 

that it is due to differences in which moral foundations are important to each of them, which 

is described in their Moral Foundations Theory (MFT). Another theory that may be at the root 

of moral differences, is the Theory of Dyadic Morality (TDM) (Schein & Gray, 2015, 2018). 

This theory proposes that harm and immorality are causally linked both ways: what we 

perceive as harmful, is immoral, and what we perceive as immoral, is harmful. Schein and 

Gray (2018) state that political ideology plays a much smaller role than the Moral 

Foundations Theory suggests, and liberals and conservatives have the same moral mind. 

Although arguments can be made for both the Moral Foundations Theory and the Theory of 

Dyadic Morality, I assume that liberals and conservatives differ in morality and will mainly 

focus on the ideas from the Moral Foundations Theory.  

According to Moral Foundations Theory, people use five moral foundations for 

reasoning: harm/care, fairness/reciprocity, ingroup/loyalty, authority/respect, and 
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purity/sanctity (Haidt & Graham, 2007). Individuals vary in the importance they place on 

each foundation, which may be based on political orientation (Graham et al., 2009; Haidt et 

al., 2009; Van Leeuwen & Park, 2009). Haidt and Graham (2007) found, for example, that 

liberals primarily rely on the harm and fairness foundations, focusing on individual freedom 

and protection of individuals, known as the individualizing foundations. Conservatives value 

all five foundations more equally, with a greater emphasis on loyalty, authority, and purity, 

known as binding foundations. These are based on group morals, institutional stability, and 

the roles and duties of people within these institutions.  

Social safety violations connect well to the moral principle of harm, as social safety 

transgressions may easily be harmful to other people. As Smith et al. (2019) found, liberals 

tend to dislike people who violate principles such as harm and care more than conservatives, 

who tend to dislike people more when they violate a principle such as authority. Closely 

related to this, Oxley et al. (2008) even found that physiological reactions to violations of 

moral principles differ on each end of the political spectrum, depending on what people 

morally care about: liberals experienced more intense physiological reactions when a harm or 

care principle was threatened, and conservatives when an authority, respect, or purity 

principle was violated. Concretely, it matters which moral standard is violated when trying to 

predict the strength of moral outrage and punishment intentions people experience. These 

findings may suggest that liberals may find social safety violations more harmful to others 

than conservatives do, because they care so strongly about the principle of harm. In turn, this 

suggests that reactions to these violations may also be stronger for people with liberal 

ideologies than for conservatives, for example resulting in greater moral outrage and stronger 

punishment intentions. Based on this, I hypothesize that people with liberal political 

ideologies will find ambiguous social situations more harmful and will experience greater 

moral outrage and stronger intentions to punish the perpetrator(s). 
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Hypothesis 2. People with liberal political ideologies will find ambiguous social 

situations more harmful, will experience greater moral outrage, and have stronger intentions 

to punish the perpetrator than people with conservative political ideologies. 

However, the emphasis on harm in these campaigns may also make liberals more 

sensitive to social safety campaigns, as exposure to such campaigns may trigger liberal moral 

principles more than they trigger conservative moral principles. In other words, liberals may 

have a stronger induction of harm salience when harm is triggered, because they morally care 

more strongly about harm (see e.g. Haidt & Graham, 2007; Graham et al., 2009; Van 

Leeuwen & Park, 2009). Because of this, a social safety campaign should have a stronger 

moral effect on liberals and make them perceive subsequent situations as more harmful, 

especially when we keep in mind that reactions of moral outrage and punishment intent are 

stronger when the violated principle is of higher value to a person (Salerno & Slepian, 2022). 

Therefore, I hypothesize that political ideology moderates the relationship between exposure 

to a social safety campaign and harm perception, moral outrage, and punishment intentions, 

and specifically that this relationship will be stronger for liberals than conservatives. See 

Figure 1 for a visual version of the hypothesized model.  

Hypothesis 3. For people with liberal political ideologies, the effect of exposure to a 

social safety campaign on harm perception, moral outrage, and punishment intent will be 

stronger than for people with conservative political ideologies. 

Figure 1 

Moderator Model  
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Methods 

In the following paragraphs, procedural details and details about the study in general 

are listed. 

Ethics  

The study was submitted for ethics approval and approved by the Faculty of 

Behavioral and Social Sciences ethics committee at the University of Groningen. 

Participants 

For this study, our group of six Bachelor thesis students collected data using one 

Qualtrics survey. Participants were recruited through personal networks, such as Facebook 

and LinkedIn, where we posted the survey with a uniform message about the study's nature, 

and through Prolific, using funding from the faculty. At the beginning of the survey, 

participants were informed about the study's aim, procedure, potential outcomes, and the 

confidentiality of their responses. We then obtained their informed consent and informed 

them of their right to withdraw from the study at any time during the survey. Participants 

provided socio-demographic information, including gender, age, political ideology, work 

status, and work experience. In total, we recruited 161 participants, 70 of which from Prolific. 

Of these participants, 81 identified as female, 78 as male, and two preferred not to identify, 

and the mean age was 30.01 (SD = 12.50). The sample included employees, students, student-

employees, and individuals who were neither. Fifteen cases were excluded due to failed 

attention checks (two cases) or incomplete surveys (13 cases). 

Study Design and Materials 

To investigate whether exposure to a social safety campaign leads people to perceive 

social situations as more harmful and experience stronger moral outrage and punishment 

intent, we did an online vignette-based experiment. In this experiment, we manipulated social 

safety to compare a control group (no exposure) and an experimental group (exposure) on 
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these outcomes. In addition, I added political ideology as a moderator to investigate whether 

this relationship is stronger for liberals (left-wing) than conservatives (right-wing). In the 

section below, the design is described in detail. 

Social safety manipulation 

To account for group differences, participants were allocated to either the 

experimental or the control group. In the experimental group, participants first read an 

Instagram post containing messages regarding socially unsafe behavior in the workplace. We 

told participants that the Instagram post was created as part of a social safety campaign 

implemented by a consulting firm, and we instructed them to consider the campaign goals and 

reflect on how effectively it communicates its message and engages its audience. The 

campaign intended to make people aware of the potential harm that may arise from social 

interactions and to define organizational behavioral norms. The two posters pointing out the 

potential harm of social interactions contain examples of interactions that can be hurtful even 

without malicious intent. This makes it clear to the recipient which ambiguous forms of 

harmful behavior the campaign targets. The other two posters entail standards of behavior and 

direct calls to action: they point out the individual's responsibility to recognize and address 

inappropriate behavior. We designed the posters to signal harm as clearly as possible, for 

example by using the color red (often used in warning signals), and we used a social media 

format as participants are likely to be familiar with it, and because they are likely to encounter 

other campaigns in this format. After observing the campaign, participants were asked to 

briefly summarize the main message of the campaign in the designated place. We included 

this in the manipulation to make sure participants did not immediately move on but had to 

actively look at the campaign. Participants in the control condition were not exposed to a post 

or any other messages and were directed immediately to the vignettes.  

The Vignettes 
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We created two workplace vignettes in such a way that the social harm is ambiguous: 

the first one touches upon workplace exclusion, and the second one on complimenting 

coworkers’ outfits. We developed two vignettes instead of one to increase the generalizability 

of our results, which also allowed us to study reactions to different scenarios. Participants in 

both the experimental and control conditions were exposed to two workplace vignettes to 

account for better generalization of results. The vignettes were designed as WhatsApp 

messages to increase the similarity to real-life digital interactions, that participants are likely 

to be familiar with. This may contribute to making the vignettes more relatable and realistic, 

and it makes the vignettes accessible to a broader population. Both vignette themes intend to 

touch upon themes that participants have most likely seen around them already. This ensures 

familiarity and increases the chance of getting genuine responses.  

We incorporated several components into the vignettes to optimize the ambiguity of 

social interactions. For example, the second vignette ends with the simple reply "right", 

inviting participants to judge the harm themselves. Additionally, we used WhatsApp 

messages to remove the ability to read body language and facial expressions, so intent and 

tone must be inferred from text alone. We also made sure the harm in both vignettes is subtle, 

like the casual exclusion in the second vignette, which can be seen as either innocent or 

deliberate. Lastly, gender-neutral names were used to reduce gender bias and simplify the 

study's design. 

In the first vignette, we asked participants to read an interaction between four team 

members in an organization via a screenshot of a text message group chat. In the second 

vignette, we asked participants to read a text conversation between a manager and a team 

member. After familiarizing themselves with each vignette, participants were instructed to 

answer a set of questions measuring how harmful they found the situation to the person, the 

extent of moral outrage they experienced, and the extent to which they wanted to punish the 
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perpetrator. Availability bias and personal-organizational value congruence were also 

measured to account for the moderators of thesis group members. 

In the last part of the survey, we asked participants to answer questions measuring 

personality traits and personal characteristics, including neuroticism and empathetic concern, 

also to account for moderators of other thesis group members. Upon completing the survey, 

participants were debriefed and were given a chance to reflect on their participation in the 

study. They were also asked to indicate if they confirmed their consent, or if they preferred to 

rescind it.  

Measures 

Political Ideology 

 In the demographics section, respondents were asked to indicate their political 

orientation on a seven-point sliding scale from liberal/left-wing to conservative/right-wing (1 

= extremely liberal/left-wing; 7 = extremely conservative/right-wing). Based on earlier 

research where political orientation was measured, we chose to combine the terms liberal-

conservative and left-right. In literature, these terms are often used interchangeably. 

Harm Perception 

 Respondents were asked how much harm they thought the person in each vignette 

experienced by rating it on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (no harm at all) to 6 (a great 

deal of harm). This was based on research from Dakin et al. (2016), in which harm perception 

was used as a manipulation check. 

Moral Outrage 

Moral judgment/outrage was measured by a three-item scale derived from Skitka, 

Bauman, & Mullen (2004). Respondents were asked to reflect on the team’s or person’s 
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behavior displayed in the text messages by indicating the extent to which they agreed with 

four statements on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 

agree). These statements included ‘X’s actions made me angry’, ‘X’s actions are morally 

wrong’, and ‘X’s actions upset me’ (α = .87 for the team condition and α = .95 for the outfit 

condition).  

Intention to Punish 

Intention to punish was measured by a single-item question derived from the same scale from 

Skikta, Bauman, and Mullen (2004). Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which 

they wanted to punish the team or person in the text messages, through the statement ‘I feel a 

compelling need to punish X’ and were asked to rate it on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) (α = .83). This measure is part of the moral outrage 

scale from Skitka, Bauman, and Mullen (2004), which is often used in studies related to moral 

outrage or moral judgment. 

Results 

 To analyze the results, I used SPSS to generate descriptive statistics, correlations, t-

tests, and multiple regression analysis. In this section, I will describe the main effects for 

condition, main effects for political ideology, and the interaction effects for political ideology. 

Hypothesis 1: Main Effects of Condition 

 For first hypothesis, I wanted to know whether there are main effects for exposure to 

the social safety campaign and the dependent variables harm perception, moral outrage, and 

punishment intent. To investigate whether the two groups differed in means in their 

assessment of the vignettes, I analyzed the group means of the control condition and the 

experimental condition with an independent sample t-test.  

Team Chat Vignette 
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 In the Team Chat Vignette (see Table 1), there were no significant differences in 

means between the control condition and the experimental condition for harm. For moral 

outrage, there were no significant differences between the control condition and the 

experimental condition. There were also no significant differences between the control 

condition and the experimental condition for punishment intent. Levene’s test for 

homogeneity of variances indicated equal variances for both groups in harm, moral outrage, 

and punishment intent, meaning the variances in both groups did not significantly differ. This 

means participants in the exposure condition did not assess the situation in the vignette to be 

more harmful, did not experience more moral outrage or a higher intention to punish the 

perpetrators than participants in the control group.  

Table 1 

Independent sample t-test table for the Team Chat vignette - Condition 
  
Variable Control condition Experimental  

condition 
F t df p 

  M SD M SD         
Harm perception 5.12 1.44 5.17 1.31 .03 -.23 159 .867 

Moral outrage 3.96 .90 4.10 .86 .01 -1.0 159 .926 

Punishment intent 2.49 1.20 2.56 1.21 .07 -.37 159 .796 
 
Outfit Vignette 

 In the Outfit vignette, there were no significant differences between the control 

condition and the experimental condition for harm (see Table 2). Levene’s test for 

homogeneity of variances indicated equal variances in both groups for harm, moral outrage, 

and punishment intent, meaning there are no significant differences in variances between the 

control and exposure groups. There were no significant differences in means in the control 

condition and the experimental condition for moral outrage. There were also no significant 

differences in means in the control condition and the experimental condition for punishment 

intent. Concretely, this means the participants in the exposure group did not assess the 
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situation in the vignette to be more harmful than the control group and did not experience 

more moral outrage or a higher intention to punish the perpetrator than participants in the 

control group.  

Table 2 

 Independent sample t-test table for the Outfit vignette - Condition 
  
Variable Control condition Experimental 

condition 
F t df p 

  M SD M SD         
Harm perception 2.95 1.71 3.35 1.73 .37 -1.47 159 .547 

Moral outrage 2.52 1.27 2.91 1.37 1.62 -1.90 159 .205 

Punishment intent 2.02 1.22 2.13 1.16 .01 -.561 158 .933 
  

The non-significant differences in both the control group (no exposure) and the 

experimental group (exposure) indicate that hypothesis 1 is not supported: exposure to a 

social safety campaign did not lead to an assessment of more harmfulness, greater moral 

outrage, or a higher intention to punish the perpetrator. 

Hypothesis 2: Main Effects of Political Ideology 

 To examine the main effect of political ideology on harm perception, moral outrage, 

and punishment intent, I analyzed the correlations between political ideology and the outcome 

variables. In the Team Chat vignette, correlation analysis shows no significant correlations 

between political ideology and any of the outcome variables. This means no main effect was 

found for political ideology in the Team Chat vignette. A main effect was found in the Outfit 

vignette. Political ideology correlated negatively with harm perception (r = -.189, p < .005), 

moral outrage (r = -.279, p < .001), and punishment intent (r = -.211, p < .001). This means 

that when political ideology moved to the right, participants scored the situation to be less 

harmful, experienced less moral outrage, and less intentions to punish the perpetrator in this 

vignette.  
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 In both vignettes, harm perception, moral outrage, and punishment intent all correlated 

positively with each other, so higher scores on one variable also meant higher scores on the 

other variables. This means that when participants found the situation in the vignettes more 

harmful, they also experienced stronger moral outrage and had higher intentions to punish the 

perpetrator(s). 

Hypothesis 3: Interaction Effects of Political Ideology  

 To examine whether political ideology moderates the relationship between exposure to 

a social safety campaign and harm perception, moral outrage, and punishment intent, I 

performed multiple regression analysis. The results are described below. 

Team Chat condition 

 The model did not produce significant interaction effects in harm perception. The 

regression analysis indicated that 0.1% of the variance in harm perception is explained by the 

model (p = .799), meaning political ideology does not account for much variability in harm 

perception. This indicates that political ideology does not moderate the relationship between 

exposure to warning signals and harm perception. 

 The model did not produce significant interaction effects in moral outrage. The 

regression analysis indicated that 0.2% of the variance in moral outrage is explained by the 

model (p = .493), meaning political ideology does not account for much variability in moral 

outrage. This indicates that political ideology does not moderate the relationship between 

exposure to warning signals and moral outrage. 

 The model did not produce significant interaction effects in punishment intent in the 

Team Chat condition. The regression analysis indicates that 0.1% of the variance in 

punishment intent is explained by the model (p = .636), meaning political ideology also does 

not account for much variability in punishment intent. This indicates that political ideology 
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does not moderate the relationship between exposure to warning signals and punishment 

intent. 

 This means that the regression analysis in total did not support a significant 

moderation effect for political ideology on the three outcome variables in this vignette. There 

does not seem to be a difference in perceptions of harm, moral outrage, and punishment intent 

based on how left or right people indicated their political ideology to be. 

Table 3 

Regression Table for Harm in the Team Chat condition - Condition x PI  

Variable Coefficients SE t p R² F p 

Condition -.06 .51 -.11 .912 
   

Political Ideology .05 .10 .49 .625 
   

Condition x PI .04 .15 .27 .785 
   

Model summary 
    

.01 .34 .799 

 Note: degrees of freedom: df1 = 1, df2 = 157 

Table 4 

Regression Table for Moral Outrage in the Team Chat condition - Condition x PI 

Variable Coefficients SE t p R² F p 

Condition .01 .32 .04 .965 
   

Political Ideology -.07 .06 -1.08 .283 
   

Condition x PI .04 .10 .38 .705 
   

Model summary 
    

.02 .80 .493 

 Note: degrees of freedom: df1 = 1, df2 = 157 

Table 5 

Regression Table for Punishment Intent in the Team Chat condition - Condition x PI 



SOCIAL SAFETY, POLITICS, AND MORAL JUDGMENTS
  22 

Variable Coefficients SE t p R² F p 

Condition .42 .44 .96 .338 
   

Political Ideology .11 .09 1.25 .212 
   

Condition x PI -.11 .13 -.85 .397 
   

Model summary 
    

.01 .57 .636 

 Note: degrees of freedom: df1 = 1, df2 = 157 

Outfit condition  

The model did not produce significant interaction effects in harm perception in the 

Outfit condition. The regression analysis indicates that 0.4% of the variance in harm 

perception is explained by the model (p = .051), meaning political ideology does not account 

for variability in harm perception. This indicates that political ideology does not moderate the 

relationship between exposure to warning signals and harm perception in this vignette. 

The model did not produce significant interaction effects in moral outrage in the Outfit 

condition. The regression analysis indicates that 0.1% of the variance in moral outrage is 

explained by the model (p = .010) meaning political ideology does not account for variability 

in moral outrage. This indicates that political ideology does not moderate the relationship 

between exposure to warning signals and moral outrage in this vignette. 

The model did not produce significant interaction effects in punishment intent in the 

Outfit condition. The regression analysis indicates that 0.5% of the variance in punishment 

intent is explained by the model (p = .063), meaning political ideology does not account for 

variability in punishment intent either. This indicates that political ideology does not moderate 

the relationship between exposure to warning signals and punishment intent in this vignette. 

This means that the total regression analysis did not support a significant moderation 

effect for political ideology on the three outcome variables in this vignette. There does not 
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seem to be a difference in perceptions of harm, moral outrage, and punishment intent based on 

how left or right people indicated their political ideology to be. 

Table 6 

Regression Table for Harm in the Outfit Condition - Condition x PI  

Variable Coefficients SE t p R² F p 

Condition -.04 .62 -.06 .955 
   

Political Ideology -.27 .13 -2.12 .035 
   

Condition x PI .12 .18 .67 .503 
   

Model summary 
    

.04 2.64 .051 

 Note: degrees of freedom: df1 = 1, df2 = 157 

Table 7 

Regression Table for Moral Outrage in the Outfit Condition - Condition x PI   

Variable Coefficients SE t p R² F p 

Condition .02 .47 .04 .969 
   

Political Ideology -.29 .09 -3.05 .030 
   

Condition x PI .10 .14 .74 .461 
   

Model summary 
    

.10 5.59 .010 

 Note: degrees of freedom: df1 = 1, df2 = 157 

Table 8 

Regression Table for Punishment Intent in the Outfit Condition - Condition x PI 

Variable Coefficients SE t p R² F p 

Condition -.03 .43 -.07 .947 
   

Political Ideology -.18 .09 -2.07 .040 
   

Condition x PI .03 .13 .22 .824 
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Model summary 
    

.05 2.48 .063 

 Note: degrees of freedom: df1= 1, df2 = 156 

 The non-significant findings in both vignettes indicate that the relationship between 

exposure to the social safety campaign and harm perception, moral outrage, and punishment 

intent is not stronger for people with liberal political ideology than for people with 

conservative political ideologies, which does not align with hypothesis 3.  

Discussion 

For this Bachelor thesis, I was interested in the influences of political ideology on the 

perceptions of ambiguous social interactions in the workplace. My personal interest in 

politics, and the effects of political ideology on our daily behavior, morality, and attitudes 

mostly drove this curiosity. In this thesis, I investigated whether exposure to warning signals 

influences participants' perceptions of ambiguous situations as more harmful, their experience 

of stronger moral outrage, and their intentions to punish the perpetrator. Additionally, I 

examined whether political orientation moderates these relationships. 

Specifically, I wanted to find out whether exposure to a social safety campaign leads 

people to perceive social situations as more harmful and whether they would experience a 

greater extent of moral outrage and punishment intent. In addition to this, I wanted to study 

whether liberals score higher on these variables than conservatives. To do so, I conducted an 

experiment where I manipulated social safety to compare a control group that was not 

exposed to a social safety campaign and an experimental group that was exposed to this 

campaign.  

The first hypothesis states that participants who were exposed to the social safety 

campaign would perceive ambiguous social situations as more harmful, experience a higher 

degree of moral outrage, and have higher intentions to punish the perpetrator. The results 
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indicate that there are no significant differences in means between the control group and the 

experimental group in harm perception, moral outrage, and punishment intent in either of the 

vignettes. This means that whether participants were or were not exposed to the campaign did 

not significantly influence how harmful they thought the situation was, and it did not make 

them experience more moral outrage or a higher punishment intent. Hypothesis 1 is therefore 

not supported.  

 The second hypothesis states that liberals perceive ambiguous social situations as 

more harmful, experience more moral outrage, and have stronger punishment intentions than 

conservatives, which I investigated through correlation analysis. I found a main effect in the 

Outfit vignette, but not in the Team Chat vignette. In this vignette, when political ideology 

moved to the right, the scores on harm perception, moral outrage, and punishment intent 

declined. This means that people with more conservative political ideologies assessed the 

situation as less harmful, experienced less moral outrage, and were less inclined to punish the 

perpetrator. This partially supports hypothesis 2. However, the mixed results make it difficult 

to conclude why the main effect was only found in one vignette, and the conditions still 

influence the correlations. I will expand on this in the theoretical implications and the 

limitations sections. 

Hypothesis 3 states that political ideology moderates the relationship between 

exposure to the social safety campaign and harm perception, moral outrage, and punishment 

intent: liberals would score higher on these variables than conservatives. The results indicate 

no significant interaction effects for political ideology in either vignette in harm perception, 

moral outrage, or punishment intent. This means political ideology does not act as a 

moderator in the relationships between exposure to warning signals and harm perception, 

moral outrage, or punishment intent. Hypothesis 3 can therefore be rejected. 
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In general, these results mean that exposure to the social safety campaign did not seem 

to matter in the extent to which people found a situation harmful, experienced moral outrage, 

or the extent to which they were inclined to punish the perpetrator. Political ideology also did 

not moderate the relationship between exposure and the three outcome variables, but only 

influenced the outcome variables in terms of a main effect in one of the two vignettes. Harm 

perception, moral outrage, and punishment intent also correlated significantly with each other 

in both vignettes, which was expected based on findings in the literature. All in all, the results 

mean that the proposed model (see Figure 1 on page 9) is not supported in this study.  

The non-significant results may either be produced because of limitations in the study 

design or statistics, or because the model is simply not correct. In the sections below, I will 

explore the results in relation to the theoretical foundation and then discuss some limitations. 

Theoretical implications 

As different experiments similar to this one provided support for a link with harm 

perception (e.g. Bleske-Rechek et al., 2023, Smith & Percy, 2019), different outcomes were 

expected. However, it may be that the theory on harm salience and the potential underlying 

role of concept creep provides a different explanation than hypothesized. Where I expected 

that concept creep would contribute to people recognizing more subtle forms of harm, 

researchers have found that repeated exposure to harm-related content or warnings that should 

provoke harm salience may also lead people to become desensitized to them or take situations 

less seriously, especially when more subtle behavior is included (Dakin et al., 2023; Haslam, 

2016; McDermott & Zimbardo, 2006). The vast amount of content and forms of social harm 

people may have already been exposed to outside our experiment may also contribute to a 

certain extent of desensitization, leading people to be less affected by yet another campaign in 

this study.   
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For the mixed main effects of political ideology, it is more difficult to determine 

whether the significant and non-significant results are due to methodological issues or 

whether there is a theoretical explanation. In general, there are many findings that political 

ideology affects our perceptions and moral reactions to events at least to a certain extent 

(Bleske-Rechek et al., 2023; Jost et al., 2006; Swigart et al., 2020) and that liberals prioritize 

protecting individuals from harm more on a moral level (e.g. see Graham et al., 2009; Haidt & 

Graham, 2007; Smith et al, 2019). Even though the correlations in this study were only 

secondary and not based on group differences, they do support this line of thought to a certain 

extent: political ideology holds some sort of relationship with harm perception, extent of 

moral outrage, and extent of punishment intent. More specifically, it supports the thought that 

harm related concepts are judged more severely by liberals than conservatives, at least in a 

small capacity. However, the other side is that there are different thoughts in literature on the 

connection between political ideology, harm, and moral outcomes. As opposed to e.g. Haidt 

& Graham’s Moral Foundations Theory (2007), Schein & Gray (2015, 2018) theorize in the 

Theory of Dyadic Morality that political ideology has a much smaller role in morality than 

proposed.  

Although the results in this study did not directly link political ideology to harm 

perception, moral outrage, or punishment intent, the significant correlations may provide a 

preliminary foundation for further research on the different theories and the role of political 

ideology in these different thoughts on morality. In the next section, I will move to some 

methodological limitations that may have affected the results. 

Limitations  

 In addition to the theoretical implications, several methodological limitations might 

have impacted the results, both related to general factors and the study design.  
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First of all, political ideology was measured on a single spectrum from left to right (or 

liberal to conservative), rather than on a quadrant that includes progressive to conservative 

dimensions. Although a multidimensional measurement provides a more accurate measure of 

political ideology, the single dimension is the most common measure in research and is easier 

to implement. The terminology differences between North American (liberal to conservative) 

and European (left-wing to right-wing) contexts were addressed by including both terms in 

the question. However, it is important to note that these differences may make a difference 

and it would be recommended to measure political ideology multi-dimensionally to get a 

more accurate image. 

Another limitation is that I used the Moral Foundations Theory to explain a large part 

of the theory behind this study, especially for the link between political ideology and moral 

outcomes, but did not test or use the moral foundations in the study design. In many studies, 

Haidt & Graham’s Moral Foundations Theory (2007) is used to explain the relationship 

between morality and political ideology, which was one of the major support factors for this 

research topic. However, the moral foundations or any other moral principles were not tested 

in the context of this research, only by having moral outrage as a dependent variable and by 

assuming political ideology and moral outrage are indeed related. In future research, 

measuring morality could make it easier to interpret the relationships and could make 

inferences more valid. 

 Another limitation is that the vignettes, intended to depict ambiguous situations, were 

not pre-tested. This makes it difficult to decide how ambiguous participants found them. The 

same point applies to the social safety campaign: the examples described in the campaign may 

not have connected to the behavior in the vignettes well enough to induce harm salience. 

Moreover, the study included only one control group without any stimulus and one 

experimental group with a social safety campaign. Including an additional control group with 
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an unrelated warning (e.g., bike theft) could help determine whether any warning influences 

perceptions of ambiguous situations, or only context-specific warnings. In our thesis group, 

this was decided against due to the complexity of the research design and following 

analysis.    

 Some sample limitations may have impacted the results as well. The sample 

distribution was skewed to the left. This skewed distribution makes it more difficult to 

adequately assess relationships between variables as the responses on the right side are 

drastically less than on the left side. The sample size in general may also be too small to 

rightfully draw conclusions about the whole population. A larger sample size may also make 

the distribution less skewed. For future research, this means a larger, preferably more diverse 

sample should be collected to make fair inferences. 

Future research should redesign the study with the following points: three conditions 

with an unrelated campaign to see if harm salience is only induced when the campaign relates 

to the vignettes, a campaign that connects well to the vignettes, and pre-test the vignettes to 

account for ambiguity. 

Practical implications and directions for future research 

Although the results did not provide stable, significant effects or easy conclusions, the 

role of political ideology in perceptions of ambiguous social situations remains an interesting 

topic that should be further researched. The support found in research indicates that political 

ideology might be a variable of interest in research on morality and perceptions of social 

situations, and may have a bigger influence on people’s perceptions of social situations than 

one may think. The support coming from research in politics and morality forms a solid 

foundation for future research on this topic. It may be interesting to test whether exposure to 

political messages as well as warning signs would have a stronger effect, as it would prime 

people’s political ideologies in the context of a study. In this way, we could study whether 
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making political ideology salient would lead to different results than in this study. All in all, 

the intersection of increasing attention for workplace social safety and an increasingly 

polarizing political climate will continue to become more important over time, which is why 

research in this domain is highly important for addressing these complex issues.  

The ideas from this study may also apply to daily HR practices such as feedback 

culture, cooperation, and assessment of ambiguous situations by managers or team leads. 

Differences in perceptions of social interactions may lead to conflict in the workplace, and as 

many situations remain difficult to assess, responsible people should be aware of perception 

and morality differences and the way they influence daily social interactions. Understanding 

these individual differences in perceptions and willingness to adapt to the perceptions of 

others may contribute to a safer workplace and may lead to more effective social safety 

campaigns and interventions. Research in predictors and other variables of interest in 

perception differences in social interactions is key to creating this understanding. In turn, a 

greater understanding of this intersection between social safety and political ideology or other 

variables of interest could also lead to the creation of more effective social safety campaigns. 

Ultimately, increasing our understanding of how political ideology shapes perceptions 

of social situations will be essential for fostering socially safe work environments in a 

complex world. Although the results are inconclusive, I remain interested in the outcomes of 

political ideology and how we take our ideologies with us in our daily lives. 
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Appendix A: Social Safety Campaign 

Figure 1. 

The social safety campaign for the experimental manipulation 
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Appendix B: Vignettes 

Figure 1.  

Team chat vignette 
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Figure 2. 

Outfit vignette 

 

 
 

 

 


