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Abstract

This study investigates the social consequences of moral grandstanding, a recently defined
concept, which refers to the use of public moral talk with the intention to gain status and
social approval (Tosi & Warmke, 2016). It explores the effects of moral grandstanding on the
perceived likability of a speaker and examines whether the observer’s agreeableness
moderates this relationship. In a between-subjects experiment, participants were randomly
assigned to read a neutral or moral grandstanding comment within a simulated online
discussion on gene modification. Agreeableness was measured using self-assessment, and the
likability of the commenter was rated after exposure to the experimental manipulation. A
manipulation check confirmed that our manipulation was effective. Results showed that
commenters in the moral grandstanding condition were perceived as significantly less likable
than those in the control condition. Against expectations, agreeableness did not moderate this
relationship. These findings underscore the interpersonal costs of moral grandstanding.
Although individuals use strategic moral discourse to boost their own image, such behavior
may instead provoke resentment and reduce their likability in others’ eyes.
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Performative Morality and Social Perception: Effects of Moral Grandstanding on
Perceived Likability

Susan B. Anthony was an American women's rights activist who was arrested and
convicted in 1872 for voting illegally. In August 2020, President Donald Trump announced
that he would pardon Anthony and stated that ‘It should never have taken so long.” Many
construed this action to be disingenuous, given Trump’s history of misogynistic remarks. His
pardon was viewed as a political move attempting to garner female voters by displaying a
virtue that he actually did not possess (Rosa, 2023; Stollznow, 2020). The term virtue
signaling has often been used online to describe Trump’s behavior (Bishara, 2020; Stollznow,
2020), referring to public moral discourse aimed at boosting one’s social status (McClay,
2018). While the term originated online, it has been subject to scientific investigation ever
since. However, according to modern philosophers Tosi and Warmke (2016), it is too vague
to use as a scientific concept, mainly because the word ‘signaling’ is inherently ambiguous.
Instead, they propose moral grandstanding !, which they define as the strategic use of moral
talk to shape others’ perceptions and judgements in order to gain social approval.

Moral grandstanding is a widespread phenomenon in modern society, occurring
primarily online but also in everyday interactions and political settings (Tosi & Warmke,
2016). Given its rise in relevance, further investigation of this concept and its implications for
our social interactions is essential. Grandstanding has been said to have far-reaching social
consequences, such as contributing to polarization or undermining moral discourse (Tosi &
Warmke, 2016). Yet, all such outcomes begin with the basic social process of how the

grandstander is perceived by others. One crucial dimension of this perception is perceived

' The terms ‘moral grandstanding’ and ‘grandstanding’ are being used interchangeably in this
report, they refer to the same concept.



likability, which can act as a heuristic in social judgement and can influence attitude
formation of individuals (Zajonc, 1980). Understanding whether grandstanding increases or

decreases likability is therefore a key first step in understanding its social impact.
Further, individual differences in personality traits, mainly agreeableness, a personality trait
reflecting an individual’s cooperative nature, may moderate the way grandstanding is
perceived (Graziano & Tobin, 2018). If likability is indeed an important factor in the context
of moral grandstanding, then it is also important that we look at the factors that influence the
relationship between grandstanding and likability. Therefore, the current study explores how
moral grandstanding affects an observer's perception of the grandstander's likability, with the
observer's agreeableness serving as a moderating factor.
Likability

Likability, which refers to the quality of being pleasant and easy to get along with, is a
well-studied psychological construct with roots in evolution. Being well liked increased
survival chances in prehistoric times, because it led to an individual’s acceptance into social
groups, which in turn provided access to resources and protection (Hare, 2016). Humans
evolved to have a rather strong radar for picking up social cues to make a judgement about
someone's likability. This too can be explained from an evolutionary perspective, since
recognizing social cues allowed people to identify potential threats and filter out the
untrustworthy among them (Hare, 2016). To this day, likability remains an influential and
relevant variable in both the formation and maintenance of relationships. Likability can
function as a mental shortcut in the formation of attitudes towards a person (Zajonc, 1980).
Additionally, Pulles and Hartman (2017) found that individuals who are perceived as likable
are more likely to be trusted and included in future interactions, which is crucial for building

and maintaining relationships.



Former studies have shown that someone’s perceived likability is influenced by a
number of factors, three of which are particularly relevant to mention in this context. The first
aspect that has been linked to a higher perceived likability is physical attractiveness. The so-
called ‘what is beautiful is good' stereotype states that people are more likely to attribute
positive traits such as kindness, intelligence, and competence to physically attractive
individuals. As a result, physically attractive people tend to be perceived as more likable
(Dion et al., 1992). Secondly, vocal characteristics such as tone, pitch, and speech rate have
been shown to influence how likable a speaker is perceived to be. Research has found that
speakers who spoke more quickly and had a darker timbre, characterized by a smoother,
deeper tone, were perceived as more likable (Weiss & Burkhardt, 2010). Thirdly, individuals
who are viewed as authentic tend to be perceived as more likable, because authenticity fosters
trust and relatability (Rivera et al., 2024; Rivera, 2020). In their experiments, Rivera et al.
(2024) found evidence of a bidirectional relationship between authenticity and likability;
highly likable people were perceived as more authentic and vice versa. Given the pivotal role
perceived authenticity plays in determining perceptions of likability, it seems plausible that
moral grandstanding, in which inauthenticity is a key component, is another factor that might
strongly influence likability.

Moral Grandstanding

Moral grandstanding is the use of public moral talk, intended to shape others’
perspective of oneself. Grandstanders engage in public moral discussion, not with the goal to
express their views, but to elevate themselves above others. As Tosi and Warmke (2016) put
it, “To grandstand is to turn one’s contribution to public discourse into a vanity project” (p.
199). People engaging in moral grandstanding often seek to be seen as worthy of respect or
even admiration for possessing a certain moral virtue, whether that be a heightened sense of

empathy or keen moral awareness. Tosi and Warmke (2016) argue that moral grandstanding



is a diffuse social phenomenon comparable with other complex social phenomena such as
love, blame, apology, and forgiveness. It is expressed through various behaviors and most
commonly characterized by five key features: (1) piling on: repeating an argument without
adding meaningful insight, showing little lack of actual engagement; (2) ramping up: making
increasingly strong comments to outdo others and appear more morally committed; (3)
trumping up: exaggerating an issue’s severity to increase its moral significance; (4) excessive
emotional displays: using strong emotion to signal deep moral involvement; and (5) claims of
self-evidence: the tendency of insisting one's moral views as so obviously correct that
disagreement reflects ignorance or immorality (Tosi & Warmke, 2016). Moral grandstanding
manifests itself in different ways, whether that be in just one of the behaviors mentioned
above or any combination of them.

Grandstanding has been said to have three key problematic effects. Firstly, Tosi and
Warmke (2016) proposed that it is likely to lead to an unhealthy amount of cynicism about
moral discourse. People may view moral discourse as performative rather than sincere,
leading to distrust and increased cynicism. Secondly, the researchers suggested that moral
grandstanding results in what they call ‘outrage exhaustion.” This refers to people becoming
desensitized to moral outrage. As mentioned above, grandstanding often manifests itself in
the expression of strong emotions. An abundance of outraged expressions could result in
individuals experiencing difficulties in recognizing or feeling genuine outrage when it is
actually needed. Thirdly, Tosi and Warmke (2016) propose that it fosters group polarization,
which refers to the tendency of a deliberating group to adopt more extreme positions over
time. Behaviors like ramping up and trumping up encourage people to outdo each other,
pushing like-minded people towards more extreme versions of their initial moral convictions.
Group polarization in turn can lead to escalation of discussions between groups, which results

in unproductive and uncompromising dialogue (Sunstein, 2002; Tosi & Warmke, 2016). In a



later study, Grubbs et al. (2020) found that prestige-motivated grandstanding, a subtype of
moral grandstanding aimed specifically at gaining admiration, was consistently associated
with more extreme ideological views and a greater affective polarization. The latter refers to
stronger negative feelings towards opposing parties. They proposed that grandstanders often
express exaggerated emotions that fuel polarization and agitation, which can deepen division
between groups. Dominance-motivated grandstanding, the other subtype of moral
grandstanding that has been established in the literature, where the aim is to dominate and
intimidate others, was not related to polarization (Grubbs et al., 2020).

Moral grandstanding may negatively affect how likable a person is perceived to be.
Moral grandstanding involves prioritizing self-promoting over the expression of genuine
moral convictions when making a public moral statement (Tosi & Warmke, 2016). Due to
their highly evolved nature for assessing someone’s authenticity, people are likely to detect
these self-serving motivations, leading to them viewing the other person as insincere and
untrustworthy (Hare, 2016). Inauthentic behavior could undermine factors that underlie
likability, like trust and feelings of connectedness. Trust, a core component of likability, can
quickly fade when people sense that someone’s actions are not driven by true moral
conviction, but rather by the desire for external validation (Rivera et al., 2020). Furthermore,
likability is closely tied to feelings of social connectedness and shared values (Rivera et al.,
2024; Rivera, 2020). When people notice someone is partaking in moral grandstanding, it
might create a distance between the observer and the grandstander, as it disrupts the honest
and mutually respectful exchange of ideas. As a result, it is hypothesized that engaging in
moral grandstanding will lead to lower likability ratings, as it undermines key relational
factors such as trust, authenticity, and the sense of genuine connection with others (hypothesis
1). However, we believe this relationship may be moderated by another factor, namely

agreeableness.



Agreeableness

Agreeableness is one of the five major personality domains in the Big Five personality
traits (Goldberg, 1992; McCrae & Costa, 1999). Of these five domains, agreeableness is the
one most concerned with individual differences in interpersonal behaviors. Overall, people
who score high on agreeableness are altruistic, sympathetic, and cooperative (Graziano &
Tobin, 2009). The vast quantity of literature on agreeableness shows the many consequences
that agreeableness has in interpersonal interactions. A meta-meta analysis by Wilmot and
Ones (2022) establishes eight general themes that describe the characteristics of
agreeableness. These themes are (1) self-transcendence: aspirations to grow as a person; (2)
satisfaction: the acceptance of and the adjustment to life; (3) relational investment: successes
in the maintenance of positive relationships; (4) teamwork: smooth and effective coordination
with others; (5) work investment: a great willingness to put forth effort; (6) lower outcomes
emphasis: lower productivity; (7) social norm orientation: norm awareness and compliance;
and (8) social integration: integrability into social roles and institutions.

People who score high on agreeableness are possibly more susceptible and more prone
to manipulation; three key reasons for this proposed relation will be discussed. Firstly, Oyibo
and Vassileva (2019) found that highly agreeable individuals are more influenced by social
proof and comparison, as they tend to conform to social norms to maintain harmony and
avoid conflict. Secondly, Evans and Revelle (2008) found that people who scored higher on
agreeableness reported more trust in others when surveyed, although their actual behavior did
not always match their self-reported trust. Thirdly, Ezrim et al. (2021) found that
agreeableness predicted increased overall trust in others in a Nigerian student sample.

The effect of moral grandstanding on likability may depend on the observer’s level of
agreeableness. Overall, highly agreeable individuals tend to trust others and are less cynical

or skeptical about others’ intentions compared to those low in agreeableness (Ezrim et al.,



10

2021; Oyibo & Vassileva, 2019; Revelle, 2008). Although trust is generally a positive trait, it
can become problematic when others engage in deceptive behaviors, such as moral
grandstanding. We propose that agreeableness moderates the relationship between moral
grandstanding and likability: highly agreeable individuals, being less skeptical, are more
likely to take statements at face value and may overlook the covert intentions behind
grandstanding. In contrast, individuals low in agreeableness are more likely to question the
sincerity behind moral statements. Therefore, the impact of moral grandstanding on likability
is expected to depend on the observer’s level of agreeableness. Specifically, for people who
score low on agreeableness, we expect that grandstanding results in lower likability ratings.
For people who score high on agreeableness, we expect this negative effect to be much
smaller, as they are less likely to interpret grandstanding negatively (hypothesis 2).
Present Research

We believe the current study contributes to the literature in three key ways. Firstly, it
extends research on the phenomenon beyond the American cultural context. Up to the
present, nearly all empirical research on moral grandstanding has been done in the USA
(Grubbs et al., 2019; Grubbs et al., 2020; Grubbs et al., 2022). By examining the phenomenon
in a different cultural context, the current research offers a broader understanding of it.
Secondly, it will contribute to the general understanding of the phenomenon of moral
grandstanding, a rather novel concept that is not explored enough up to the present. Most
prior work on the subject has been philosophical in nature. There have only been a handful of
key empirical studies on the topic, which makes this study a useful and important
complement to the existing literature. Thirdly, it will broaden the understanding of moral
grandstanding in a more specific context: the effect it has on interpersonal interactions. The
only study that looked at the interpersonal consequences of moral grandstanding was done by

Savejnaron et al. (2022). The other studies on moral grandstanding have looked at individual
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predictors or motivations of partaking in moral grandstanding (Grubbs et al., 2022) and the
effect it has on discourse in general (Grubbs et al., 2020). Since there have not been many
studies regarding the effect that moral grandstanding has on interpersonal interactions, this
study will make for a valuable addition to the literature.
Method

Participants & Design

Initially, the dataset consisted of 254 cases. In total, 106 cases were excluded from the
study. This was done for several reasons. Firstly, 98 incomplete cases were removed from the
data set. The seriousness check at the end of the survey was set as the criterion to decide
whether a case was seen as incomplete: if a participant did not fill out the seriousness check,
we could not verify whether they took part seriously or not. They were therefore excluded due
to incompletion. It is important to note that this group of considerable size included
participants who viewed only the initial survey screen or exited early to complete the survey
at a later point. Of the 98 removed, only 23 made it to the manipulation, and only 11 actually
filled out any of the dependent variable items. This indicates that most never meaningfully
engaged with the study or exited it to complete it later on, rather than dropping out midway.
Secondly, of the remaining 156 cases, 2 were removed from the data set as they indicated that
they had not participated seriously on a seriousness check, rendering their data unusable.
Lastly, of the remaining 154 cases, 6 of them who no longer wanted their data to be used in
our study after they were debriefed about its true purpose were also removed based on
whether they indicated this wish. After exclusions, the final sample consisted of 148
participants (84 female, 61 male, and 3 other/prefer not to say), with ages ranging from 18 to
63 years (M =27.24, SD = 10.41).

Participants were recruited using convenience sampling. Initially, the researchers

reached out to their personal networks and shared the link to the online survey. The link to the
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survey was shared via WhatsApp and posted online, for example, on Instagram and Reddit.
When introducing the study, participants were told it was about the way online discussions
were experienced; the true purpose of the study was therefore not disclosed but concealed
with a cover story.

This study employed a between-subjects design, in which participants were randomly
assigned to one of the two conditions of the independent variable, moral grandstanding: the
moral grandstanding condition or the control condition. Likability served as the dependent
variable and agreeableness as the moderator. This study was part of a bigger project, where
additional variables were included; these are beyond the scope of this paper and will therefore
not be discussed here. A full list of all the used variables can be found in Appendix A.
Materials & Procedure

The Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Behavioral and Social Sciences at the
University of Groningen approved the study after reviewing it. The survey used for the online
study was designed using Qualtrics. Participating in the study took about fifteen minutes, and
participation was voluntary, meaning that the participants were able to stop the survey at any
time.

Agreeableness

After giving their informed consent, participants first answered questions about our
moderator; agreeableness, which refers to individual differences in being altruistic and
harmonious in relations with others. To assess agreeableness, we used twelve items from the
NEO Five-Factor Inventory and measured them on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1:
strongly disagree to 7: strongly agree (o =.72). This scale was chosen as it is commonly used
and has been shown to be a valid and reliable measurement (Costa & McCrae, 2008;
Graziano & Tobin, 2009). The order of the items was randomized to ensure that no order

effects occurred. Examples of items from this scale are: “I tend to be cynical and skeptical of
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others' intentions ”(reverse coded) and “Most people I know like me” Appendix B can be
consulted to view all items of the NEO-FFI agreeableness scale.
Moral grandstanding

After filling out questions about the moderating variable, participants were exposed to
a simulated online discussion on gene modification, presented as a post on platform X,
followed by a comment thread of four comments. The topic of gene modification was chosen
intentionally, as the researchers anticipated a relatively balanced distribution of opinion for
and against it, thereby minimizing potential bias related to the topic itself. Each comment
responded directly to the previous one, forming a continuous dialogue. These commenters
alternately expressed positions for or against gene modification, with the first commenter
being against gene modification, the second one being in favor of it, and so on. Structuring
the discussion to represent both pro- and anti-gene modification positions prevented potential
bias due to the underrepresentation of either stance. Crucially, the fourth commenter’s mode
of expression varied by condition. Participants in all conditions were asked explicitly to focus
on this comment and were also able to download it so that they could look back at it at later
points in the study. In the control condition, the commenter expressed support for gene
modification neutrally. In the moral grandstanding condition, the commenters' pro-gene
modification stance incorporated explicit moral grandstanding behaviors. The behaviors, as
defined by Tosi and Warmke (2016), were used to operationalize the phenomenon of moral

% ¢¢

grandstanding. The comment included the behaviors: “piling on,” “trumping up,” and
“excessive emotional displays.” An example of a sentence in the moral grandstanding
condition is “I’m honestly deeply shocked (display of strong emotion) that some people still
resist genetic modification, despite the overwhelming evidence that it could save millions of

lives! (ramping up).” An example of a fragment in the control condition is “I understand that

genetic modification is a complex and controversial issue... However, if we have the ability
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to prevent genetic disorders and reduce suffering, shouldn’t we at least consider it?”” To view
the complete manipulation, Appendix C can be consulted.

To avoid influencing participants’ responses, all engagement metrics, such as likes,
reshares, and comment counts, were deliberately removed from the discussion thread. The
fake profile pictures and names were blurred, and participants were told this was for privacy
reasons, in an attempt to make the online discussion look more realistic. The only thing
altered between the two conditions was the fourth commenter’s expression mode. This
ensured that observed differences between conditions could be confidently attributed to moral
grandstanding, thereby minimizing confounding variables.

Likability

After the manipulation, we presented participants with a measure of likability
consisting of 11 items, which we measured on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1: strongly
disagree to 7: strongly agree (o = .95). The items were presented to participants in random
sequences to avoid order effects. We chose to use the Reysen Likability Scale (Reysen,
2005), a commonly used measure for likability that has been shown to be valid and reliable.
While this scale is primarily used to evaluate individuals in person, we adapted its principles
to assess the likability of individuals through text by adjusting the phrasing of questions (e.g.,
“This person seems warm” becomes “This person seems warm through their writing,” and “I
would like to be friends with this person” becomes “I would be friends with this person,
based on their comment™). See Appendix D to view all items of the original Reysen likability
scale and its transformed items. The scale was carefully adapted to fit text-based content.
While originally validated for face-to-face interactions, the core components of the scale
remain applicable, though future research could further validate its use in text-based formats.
As mentioned before, physical attractiveness (Reysen, 2005) and vocal characteristics like

tone, frequency, and speech speed (Weiss & Burkhardt, 2010) are linked to higher perceived
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likability. Since the current study relies on text-based interactions, factors like physical
attractiveness and vocal characteristics are not relevant and will not influence likability
ratings. Therefore, the item measuring physical attractiveness was removed from the scale
and replaced with an item assessing how knowledgeable the person appears, which is more in
line with the focus of the study. This adjustment helped to ensure that any observed effects
were due to the content of the grandstanding rather than unrelated factors in the context of
this study, like appearance or vocal characteristics.
Manipulation check

To verify the effectiveness of the manipulation used for the independent variable
(moral grandstanding), participants rated their agreement with the statement: “The last person
to comment (the one you were asked to focus on) was commenting primarily out of a desire
to appear morally just, rather than out of genuine moral concern.” They were asked to rate
their agreement with this statement on a 7-point Likert scale that ranged from (1): strongly
disagree to (7): strongly agree. Additionally, demographic information was collected after the
survey, including participants’ gender and age. They were also asked to fill out a seriousness
check, indicating whether they took part in the study in a serious manner or just merely
clicked through without any actual engagement. Following the data collection, participants
received a comprehensive debriefing that explained the study’s true purpose. After the
debrief, participants were asked to consent once again for their data to be used.

Results

The software programs used to analyze the data were IBM SPSS Statistics version 28
and PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2013). All assumptions were met.
Manipulation Check

To test whether our manipulation worked as intended, we analyzed the results of the

manipulation check. We ran an ANOVA with our grandstanding manipulation as the
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independent variable and our manipulation check item, where we asked participants to what
extent they felt the person was grandstanding, as the dependent variable. As expected,
participants in the grandstanding condition (M = 4.25, SD = 1.32) scored higher on our
manipulation check than participants in the control condition (M = 3.20, SD = 1.40). This
positive effect was significant, (1, 146) =24.12, p <.001.
Hypotheses Tests

To test our hypotheses that grandstanding would lead to lower likability ratings and
that agreeableness moderates this relationship, we ran an analysis with our grandstanding
manipulation as the independent variable, likability as the dependent variable, and
agreeableness as the moderator. In line with our first hypothesis, we found that participants in
the grandstanding condition (M = 3.03, SD = 1.03) reported lower perceived likability of the
commenter than those in the control condition (M = 4.53, SD = 0.77). This expected negative
effect was significant, #(144) = -9.88, p <.001. Contrary to what was predicted in the second
hypothesis, the agreeableness score of the participants did not moderate the relation between
moral grandstanding and likability, ¢ (144) =-.23, p = .82. The main effect of agreeableness
was not significant, ¢ (144) = 1.67, p = .10. While not significant, the observed value
suggested that people high in agreeableness tended to like the commenter generally more.

Discussion

This study investigated how moral grandstanding impacts perceived likability and to
what extent this relationship was moderated by the observer’s agreeableness. The
manipulation check confirmed our manipulation was effective. In the first hypothesis, it was
expected that moral grandstanding would result in lower perceived likability ratings. The data
supported this prediction; moral grandstanding significantly reduced perceived likability. In

the second hypothesis, it was expected that the observer’s level of agreeableness would
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moderate the relationship between moral grandstanding and likability. However, the data did
not support this prediction.

Our findings regarding the first prediction (i.e., the main effect of moral
grandstanding) partially align with the existing literature in three key ways. Firstly, the
findings align with Tosi and Warmke’s (2016) theory that grandstanding may be perceived as
performative or insincere, leading to negative social consequences, in this case for the
grandstander themselves. Although the researchers did not provide data for this claim, the
current study did, thereby reinforcing the credibility of their initial argument. Secondly, the
findings align with the former work of Grubbs et al. (2020), in which they found
grandstanding is associated with increased polarization and conflict. While their research
focused on group-level division, such dynamics are likely to translate to interpersonal
interactions as well. Grandstanding may contribute to social friction, which can reduce others'
perception of the grandstanders' likability. The current study provides empirical support for
this downstream interpersonal consequence, suggesting that consequences of grandstanding
occur not only at the group level but also at the interpersonal level. Thirdly, our findings
partially align with previous literature on moral grandstanding and its interpersonal
consequences. Savejnaron et al. (2022) found that dominance-based moral grandstanding
(grandstanding aimed at dominating and intimidating others) is associated with negative
interpersonal consequences, such as lower social status and likability, which is in line with
our findings. However, they also found that prestige-based moral grandstanding
(grandstanding aimed at gaining admiration) was associated with more positive perceptions,
such as higher social status, morality, and attractiveness, a pattern that contrasts this study’s
findings. One explanation for these inconsistent results is that the current study did not split
up moral grandstanding into its two formerly established subtypes but rather looked at the

effects of the general phenomenon. Overall, our findings seem to indicate that when no
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distinction is made between subtypes, moral grandstanding leads to lower perceived
likability.

When considering why we did not find the expected moderation effect of
agreeableness, three possible explanations stand out. Firstly, it is possible that the moderation
effect simply does not exist, or at least not within the specific context of this study, which
involved an online discussion on X (formerly Twitter). Agreeableness is usually linked to
being kinder and more empathetic in interpersonal relations (Graziano & Tobin, 2009);
however, these traits may not carry over as strongly to online settings, where communication
is often more extreme or reactive, resulting in less nuance in the way individual differences
are expressed (Wu et al., 2023). The second explanation lies in a possible methodological
shortcoming; the manipulation of moral grandstanding may have been too strong, possibly
overshadowing any smaller moderating effects. As noted earlier, several additional
moderating variables were also measured, yet none showed significant effects. This pattern of
results suggests that the grandstanding manipulation may have been too overpowering. This
raises an important issue inherent to experimental design: achieving a balance between
subtlety and clarity. On one hand, the grandstanding must be clear for the manipulation to be
effective; on the other hand, it should not be so blatant that it overrides potential smaller
moderating effects. The choices made in designing the grandstanding condition were made
deliberately, to ensure that the manipulation was noticeable and robust. Thirdly, the lack of
moderating effects may also be understood from a theoretical perspective, in which moral
grandstanding is viewed as an inherently overpowering phenomenon. Normally, agreeable
people are more likely to perceive others positively (Graziano & Tobin, 2009); however,
grandstanding might be universally disliked, to the point that even the most agreeable people
find it off-putting and unlikable. Rather than indicating a methodological shortcoming, the

lack of expected moderation effect could also reflect something true about human perception
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of grandstanding. This interpretation is supported by the data; agreeableness had a near-
significant positive association with liking overall, showing that the personality measure
functioned as expected; however it seems like the trait cannot buffer against grandstanding.
Further, the manipulation check showed that participants did not rate the grandstanding as
overly blatant (scoring slightly above 4 on a 7-point scale). This makes it less likely that the
manipulation was too overpowering; instead, it suggests that the phenomenon of
grandstanding itself may be inherently overpowering.

Literature seems to indicate that the phenomenon of moral grandstanding is associated
with negative outcomes, such as increased polarization (Tosi & Warmke, 2016; Grubbs et al.,
2020). This study further expands the negative consequences of the phenomenon by looking
at its interpersonal costs. On the basis of this study’s findings, we can conclude that the
general phenomenon of moral grandstanding leads to lower perceived likability, confirming
the social cost of moral grandstanding in online discourse.

Limitations

This study provided important insights into the relationship between moral
grandstanding, agreeableness, and likability; however, five limitations must be
acknowledged. Firstly, the study consisted of an online experiment that used a self-selected
sample. While this method allowed efficient data collection, it may also have introduced self-
selection bias. Participants who voluntarily engage in studies on online discourse may already
hold specific attitudes towards others’ digital behavior. While not much is known about
attitude differences regarding this topic, the established literature on self-selection bias shows
that voluntary participants are oftentimes more opinionated and informed about the subject
matter than the general population (Bethlehem, 2020; Lavrakas, 2008). The sample may
therefore overrepresent individuals who are more active consumers of online moral

discussions, who possibly have already developed evaluative frameworks for what is
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considered acceptable or unacceptable in online behavior. As a result, the findings may not
generalize to populations less familiar with or invested in online conversations. Future
research could enhance generalizability by using stratified sampling methods or recruiting
participants. Secondly, the sample used in this study may have been demographically too
homogeneous, leading to a compromised generalizability of the current study’s findings. The
researchers recruited participants from their own networks, which led to a sample consisting
mostly of people similar in age (n = 148, M =27.24, SD = 10.41). Prior research by Roberts
et al. (2006) has shown that the personality trait of agreeableness tends to increase with age.
Our sample, consisting of predominantly young participants, was therefore not fully
representative of the population and could have led to biased results. Future research could
address this limitation by drawing from a bigger demographic pool, including people of
entirely different ages. Thirdly, the use of a simulated discussion in the experimental
manipulation might have undermined the ecological validity of this study. The discussion
may not reflect real-world discourse accurately, as it lacks the use of natural language usually
present online, such as slang and typing errors (Kunch et al., 2022). While the absence of
informal language and typing errors in the comment thread was an intentional decision, made
to avoid giving participants ideas about the commenter’s credibility or knowledge, it could
have led to biased results. If participants sensed the discussion to be fabricated, they may
have responded differently (e.g., “This person is not real anyway, so I can be harsher in my
judgement” or, oppositely, “This person is not real anyway, so therefore I could not bother to
judge them harshly”). This limitation could be addressed by future research by using a real-
life discussion that contains grandstanding behaviors. The grandstanding comment should
then be neutralized in its wording. While this method would still not provide a perfect
ecological validity, it would still make for a significant improvement. Fourthly, the artificial

nature of the discussion could have introduced hypothesis confirmation bias. Since the
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comment thread was fabricated by the researchers, the phrasing of the text could have
unintentionally steered participants in the direction that confirmed the hypotheses the
researchers had. This limitation too could be addressed by using a real discussion found on X
or another social media platform. Lastly, it is also possible that demand characteristics
influenced participants’ responses. The moderators we measured prior to the manipulation
may have given clues to the participants about the true purpose of the study. Despite the fact
deception was used regarding the aim of the study (i.e., the study being about online
discourse), they may have perceived the study to be about moral judgement and given their
answers accordingly. This could have led to biased answers; participants might have tried to
confirm the perceived hypothesis or, conversely, gone against it. Future research could
address this by using a stronger, more convincing form of deception. This could, for instance,
be done by adding more detail when introducing the study (e.g., this study is about your
judgments of the writing clarity of online discourse). Another strategy to avoid participants
guessing the true purpose of the study would be to add several distracting variables, such as
memory and visual tasks, so the moral component seems just one of many. Due to time
constraints, this study did not implement such variables; however, they could be a valuable
addition for upcoming studies.
Future research

Whilst the current study provided important information about moral grandstanding
and its social costs, many questions about this underexplored phenomenon still remain
unanswered. Hence, we give three recommendations for future research. Firstly, it would be
valuable to investigate the way moral grandstanding influences likability in a video or in a
real-life situation, as grandstanding not only occurs online but also frequently occurs in real-
life scenarios too (Tosi & Warmke, 2016). Real-world grandstanding includes certain vocal

characteristics, facial expressions, and body language that significantly contribute to how
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messages are interpreted (Duncan, 1969; Tosi & Warmke, 2016). Future research could
incorporate videos or real-life interactions, where an actual discussion is being held between
individuals, in order to see how social and nonverbal cues influence the perception of moral
grandstanding. Real-life formats may also provide a more ecologically valid context in which
traits like agreeableness, as well as multiple other factors, can entirely manifest and possibly
moderate interpersonal evaluations (Wu et al., 2023). Secondly, future research could broaden
the scope of existing literature by looking at the intrapersonal effects of moral grandstanding.
Instead of focusing on how grandstanding is perceived by others, it might be valuable to
investigate the way grandstanding influences the grandstander themselves. It is imaginable
that grandstanding would lead to increased stress that results from the constant pressure of
keeping up an image of oneself that is not or only partially congruent with one’s actual
values. Shedding light on the possible personal costs of performative moral talk may serve as
another discouragement for individuals to partake in this behavior. Thirdly, using qualitative
or mixed methods in future studies could add valuable insights to the existing body of
literature on the topic. Qualitative approaches give participants a voice, allowing them to
share their thoughts, feelings, and reasons behind their choices in more detail. This can make
the findings richer and more meaningful by showing the context behind the numbers. Mixed
methods, which combine both qualitative and quantitative elements, could additionally be of
great value for future research because they allow for a comprehensive understanding of
phenomena. Since moral grandstanding is a complex phenomenon, it requires methods that
can address all of its aspects. Overall, these methods can make the research more complete
and better reflect real human experience.

The current study’s findings have an important practical implication; they suggest
organizations, authorities, and individuals should be cautious about appearing overly

moralistic in communications meant to persuade, as this will only turn people against them.
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Being more nuanced when putting out online statements will cause people to perceive the
messenger as more likable. This observation could help the field of social environmental
psychology by giving them more clearly defined handles for how they ought to deliver a
message to the public they want to persuade.
Conclusion

Moral grandstanding has been shown to have many negative effects. The current study
further underscores its interpersonal costs, as it showed that grandstanders are perceived as
less likable. While this relation was not moderated by agreeableness, the findings contribute
to a growing understanding of what the effects of moral grandstanding are in digital contexts.
When people grandstand, their aim is to achieve something positive, namely to earn the
respect and admiration of others. Ironically, their behavior often has the opposite effect: it
alienates people and turns them away. This creates a paradox: people seek status but end up
causing others’ resentment by doing so. All the observed effects and theorized consequences
of moral grandstanding have been consistently negative, so therefore the takeaway message is

the opposite of what Nike has been telling us for years: just don’t do it!
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Appendix A

List of all Measured Variables

1V

M

Moral Grandstanding

Agreeableness

Likability

Moral Grandstanding

Agreement with the topic

Perceived consensus

Moral Grandstanding

Optimism/pessimism

Perception of Moral
grandstanding

Moral Grandstanding

Political Identity Strength

Ideological extremism

Moral Grandstanding

Agreement or disagreement
with the topic

Perceived credibility of the
speaker

Moral Grandstanding

Moral sensitivity

(Dis)engagement from
topic

29



Appendix B

Items of the NEO-FFI Agreeableness Scale
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Item no. Item Flipped (f)

1 I try to be kind to everyone I meet.

2 I often get into arguments with my family and co-workers. )

3 Some people think I'm selfish and egotistical. 63)

4 I would rather cooperate with others than compete with them.

5 I tend to be cynical and skeptical of others' intentions. 63)

6 I believe that most people will take advantage of you if you let 3}
them.

7 Most people I know like me.

8 Some people think of me as cold and calculating. 63)

9 I am hard-headed and tough-minded in my attitudes. ()

10 I generally try to be thoughtful and considerate.

11 If I don't like people, I let them know it. )

12 If necessary, I am willing to manipulate people to get what [ want. | (f)
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Appendix C

Manipulation

Figure C2
Experimental Condition
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Table D1

Appendix D

Items of the Reysen likability Scale and its Transformed Items

List of original items
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Item no. | Item
1 This person is friendly.
2 This person is likable.
3 This person is warm.
4 This person is approachable.
5 I would ask this person for advice.
6 I would like this person as a coworker.
7 I would like this person as a roommate.
8 I would like to be friends with this person.
9 This person is physically attractive.
10 This person is similar to me.
11 This person is knowledgeable.
Table D2

List of Transformed items

Item no. | Item

1 This person is friendly based on their comment.

2 This person is likable based on their comment.

3 This person seems warm trough their writing.

4 This person comes across as approachable through their comment.

5 I would ask this person for advice based on their comment.

6 I would like this person as a coworker based on their online reasoning.

7 I would enjoy living with this person as a roommate based on their writing.
8 I would like to be friends with this person based on their comment.
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This person seems knowledgeable based on their comment.

10

This person seems similar to me based on their comment.

11

This person seems trustworthy based on their comment.
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Appendix E
Usage of Al
Hereby I acknowledge the use of Al tools in the process of writing this thesis. I used Open

ATD’s ChatGPT (https://chatgpt.com/) for improvement of sentence structure and grammatical

flow. Additionally it assisted me with my literature search. I used Google’s notebookLM

(https://notebooklm.google.com/) to summarize sources and help me answer questions

according to the articles. I declare that Al did not generate any of the content I presented in

my work, nor did it develop any of the arguments or analysis presented in this thesis.
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