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 Abstract  

 Which attributes of a person contribute to their tendency to moralize others’ thoughts? 

Adopting an individual-difference approach to moral cognition, eight studies (N = 2,033) 

investigated how people’s ability for self-control shapes their moral reactions to others’ mental 

states. Specifically, Studies 1a-2b found positive predictive effects of trait self-control (TSC) on 

the moralization (e.g., blaming) of another person’s fantasies about different immoral behaviors. 

While ruling out alternative explanations, they furthermore supported the mediating role of 

ascribing targets control over their mental states. Studies 3a-3b provided correlational evidence 

of the perceived ability to control one’s own mental states as a mechanism in the relationship 

between TSC and ascriptions of control to others. Studies 4a-4b followed a causal-chain 

experimental approach: A manipulation of participants’ self-perceived ability to control their 

emotions impacted their control ascriptions to others over their immoral mental states (Study 4a), 

and targets perceived as high (vs. low) in control over their immoral mental states elicited 

stronger moralizing reactions. Taken together, the present studies elucidate why people moralize 

others’ purely mental states, even in the absence of overt behavior. More broadly, they advance 

our knowledge about the role of individual differences, particularly in self-control, in moral 

cognition. 

 

Keywords: Moral judgment; Moralization; Mental states; Trait self-control; Free will; 

Blame   
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Imagine a friend confesses that she would like to cheat on her husband with an attractive 

acquaintance, or you overhear your colleague saying that he wishes for his rival to fail at an 

important project. What would you think of their thoughts and feelings? And how would these 

insights into their mental states affect your perception of your friend and colleague? In the 

present research, we investigate individual differences in people’s ability for self-control as an 

antecedent to the moralization of such immoral mental states. Even though trait self-control has 

been identified as an important interindividual difference variable in the domain of immoral and 

deviant behavior, its relation to moral judgment, and its role in moral cognition more generally, 

remains unclear.  

The Morality of Mental States 

Research suggests that people frequently experience immoral or outright violent thoughts 

(Kenrick, 2011). According to consequentialist philosophical positions, malicious thoughts do 

not have moral value in themselves, but they do to the degree that they may lead individuals to 

commit harmful acts (see Adams, 1976). In many legal systems, thoughts and wishes proper are 

not regulated by law, and for most offenses, even planning them is not illegal. Indeed, recent 

psychological research found that fictitious harm done to others is condemned less than the same 

harm actually committed (Sabo & Giner-Sorolla, 2017; see also Guglielmo & Malle, 2019).  

Yet, mental states contribute to the degree to which behaviors are morally condemned 

and punished (Cushman, 2008). For example, a vast literature documents that whether a target 

foresees and desires the harmful consequences of their behavior influences the degree to which 

they will be blamed for them, and how much people will desire to punish them (e.g., Alicke, 

2000; Cushman, 2008). Furthermore, someone who behaves immorally out of an emotional state 

such as anger will be blamed less (Pizarro et al., 2003). In contrast, when the decision to carry 
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out an immoral behavior was quick, but not driven by emotional impulsivity, the actor is blamed 

strongly, because observers will infer low ambivalence regarding the immoral behavior (Critcher 

et al., 2013; see also Morewedge et al., 2014).  

Such findings are in line with a person-centered account of moral judgment (Pizarro & 

Tannenbaum, 2011; Uhlmann et al., 2015): People primarily seek information about others’ 

moral character, not about their behaviors per se. Therefore, moral judgments of an act are 

strongly shaped by those aspects that are most diagnostic of the target’s underlying character, 

rather than the act’s mere consequences (Uhlmann et al., 2015). Seemingly harmless acts may 

thus receive surprisingly harsh judgments (Pizarro & Tannenbaum, 2011). As a striking example, 

people behaving in a way that enables them to benefit from others’ misfortunes are perceived as 

blameworthy and immoral, even though they do not actually do anything to bring about that 

misfortune (Inbar et al., 2012). For example, if a target invests money in bonds that will rise in 

value in the case of a natural disaster—which he cannot control—, observers will infer a “wicked 

desire” for the latter to occur, and therefore condemn his investment decision.  

Thus far, however, only little research has directly investigated moral reactions to purely 

mental states. A character-based approach implies that even without any overt behavior, certain 

fantasies, desires, or emotions should cast a negative light on an individual’s character, and 

hence be morally condemned. Research supports this prediction: Targets’ (situationally 

inappropriate) affective displays provoke negative impressions, and lead observers to doubt that 

the target shares their moral values (Ames & Johar, 2009; Szczurek et al., 2012). Moreover, even 

in the absence of any communication on the target’s part, learning about their mental states can 

provoke moral reactions in observers (Sabo & Giner-Sorolla, 2017). For example, targets who 
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experience hedonic pleasure from causing, or even from merely learning about, another’s harm 

(e.g., the murder of a colleague) are perceived as immoral and evil (Gromet et al., 2016).  

Antecedents of the Moralization of Mental States: The Case of Control 

Yet, to date, there remain many questions around under which conditions people moralize 

purely mental states such as affective reactions, desires, and thoughts. Specifically, we know 

little about the antecedents and interindividual differences that may shape this tendency. 

Extensive research on immoral behavior, however, documents that for ascriptions of blame, 

control is central. The more control an actor has over the harmful consequences of their actions, 

or more generally over a norm-violating event, the more they are blamed for them (Alicke, 2000; 

Cushman, 2008; Malle et al., 2014). Similarly, intentionality, which indicates that a behavior is 

controllable, was found to be critical for the extent of moral blame that people assign to others, 

and also for judging a behavior as wrong or impermissible (Cushman, 2008; Malle et al., 2014; 

Malle & Knobe, 1997; Monroe & Malle, 2017). Additional research has drawn a connection 

between belief in free will, or perceptions of a target’s free choice, and harsher moral judgment 

(e.g., Martin et al., 2017; Monroe et al., 2017; Shariff et al., 2014). Thus, when people perceive a 

target’s norm-violating mental state to be under voluntary control, they should (a) judge that 

mental state as more morally wrong, and (b) blame the target more strongly. Following a person-

centered account, they should (c) also draw more negative inferences about the target’s moral 

character.  

Indeed, seminal research by Cohen and Rozin (2001) provided initial insights into the 

role of control perceptions in the moralization of mental states: In a number of studies, Jews 

condemned immoral mental contents, such as fantasizing about an extramarital affair or disliking 

one’s parents, less strongly than did Protestant Christians. These religious groups also differed in 
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their agreement with statements that mental states (vs. behavior) are indicative of a person’s 

character. Interreligious differences in a “model of mind” emerged as well: Protestants judged 

immoral mental contents as more likely to be acted upon and as being subject to greater 

voluntary control than did Jews. Even though results were not unequivocal across studies, this 

work provides initial evidence that control might play a role in moralizing mental content. More 

recently, Cusimano and Goodwin (2019) systematically investigated variations in lay people’s 

perceptions of the controllability of mental states using a large array of stimuli. They found that 

people ascribe a moderate degree of both controllability and intentionality to mental states such 

as desires, beliefs, or evaluations (Cusimano & Goodwin, 2019), with meaningful variation 

between different kinds of mental states. Whereas the general focus of that work was on control 

ascriptions and therefore employed largely morally “neutral” mental states (e.g., believing that 

one did well on an exam), control and intentionality ascriptions predicted perceptions of targets 

being responsible or blameworthy for immoral mental states, and to what degree targets’ mental 

state spoke to their character. For example, a White father’s perceived ability to stop feeling 

angry about his daughter having a Black boyfriend predicted to what degree participants deemed 

him blameworthy and inferred bad character (Cusimano & Goodwin, 2019). These studies 

provide additional correlational evidence that control ascriptions shape the moralization of 

mental states.  

Drawing on these and earlier findings, the present research investigates a novel 

interindividual difference contributing to the moralization of mental states. Specifically, 

individuals with greater abilities for self-control might extend their (self-related) control 

perceptions to others’ mental states, with important consequences for moral reasoning.  

Self-Control and Morality 
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The ability to exert self-control is related to success in virtually all domains of life, 

ranging from academic achievement to more satisfying relationships and greater subjective well-

being (Tangney et al., 2004). Self-control has further been conceptualized as the “moral muscle” 

that determines whether we choose vices or virtues (Baumeister & Exline, 1999; see also 

Baumeister & Alghamdi, 2015; Fishbach & Woolley, 2015; Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990; 

Hofmann et al., 2018). Indeed, measures of trait self-control (TSC) negatively predict different 

kinds of self-reported and observed deviant behavior, for example driving under the influence, 

physical assault, or academic dishonesty (e.g., Bolin, 2004; Tittle et al., 2003). Beyond research 

on TSC, temporarily impaired self-control has been linked to aggression and cheating (Denson et 

al., 2012; Gino et al., 2011; Mead et al., 2009).  

While the effects of self-control abilities on behavioral deviance have been extensively 

documented, there is a striking lack of research on its role in moral cognition (Baumeister & 

Alghamdi, 2015). Conceivably, highly disciplined individuals may have less understanding for 

other people’s moral pitfalls. Importantly, would such a plausible relation between TSC and 

moralization extend to purely mental states, such as immoral thoughts, emotions, and desires?  

Self-Control and Moralization of Mental States 

The answer to this question is not straightforward. After all, highly disciplined 

individuals might be more concerned about what others do, rather than what they think. They 

might thus consider immoral mental contents relatively unproblematic, and judge others rather 

mildly when learning about their deviant thoughts or feelings––as long as these are not put into 

action. Indeed, theorizing and empirical research in the domain of self-control has long strongly 

focused on behavioral control (i.e., inhibition) of undesired impulses (e.g., Baumeister & Exline, 

1999; Baumeister et al., 2007; Hofmann et al., 2009). Restraining their behavior themselves even 
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in the face of strong temptations might raise the expectation in high-TSC individuals that others 

will similarly show impeccable behavior irrespective of their immoral inclinations.   

Despite this emphasis on behavior, theorizing on self-control also addresses internal responses. 

According to Baumeister and colleagues (1994), controlling one’s actions, but also one’s 

thoughts, emotions, and impulses are important domains of self-control (see also Inzlicht et al., 

2015). Process models of self-control emphasize the role of controlling corresponding mental 

states (e.g., Inzlicht & Berkman, 2015): Self-control conflicts arise from the activation of a 

conflicting higher order goal, often associated “with a person’s values and virtues,” in the face of 

desire (Hofmann & Kotabe, 2015, p. 623; Hofmann, Baumeister, et al., 2012). Upon detecting 

this conflict, exerting self-control comprises the suppression of undesired thoughts and the 

regulation of unwanted affect or desires (e.g., Inzlicht & Legault, 2014; de Ridder et al., 2018). 

For example, people may direct their attention to desirable alternative mental content or engage 

in cognitive reappraisal, preventing extensive cognitive elaboration (Hofmann, Schmeichel, & 

Baddeley, 2012; see also Duckworth et al, 2016; Hare et al., 2009). Arguably, individuals with 

high dispositional self-control ability are particularly good at downregulating response conflicts 

(e.g., Gillebaart & de Ridder, 2015; Gillebaart et al., 2016), and they report experiencing weaker 

desires (Hofmann, Baumeister, et al., 2012). Higher self-reported TSC predicts less (anticipated) 

anger about imagined events, and weaker malevolent and fractious inclinations, such as the 

desire to vent (Tangney et al., 2004). A recent neuroimaging study found evidence that TSC was 

associated with some indicators of sustained and successful negative emotion down-regulation 

(Paschke et al., 2016). These insights are also reflected in current developments in the 

measurement of trait self-control which integrate multiple strategies and dimensions relating to 
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mental control beyond behavioral inhibition and impulse control (e.g., reappraisal; attentional 

control; Katzir et al., 2021; Nilsen et al., 2020). 

Importantly, the ability for emotion-regulation seems to tie in with a sense that one is able 

to do so (Gross & John, 2003). Similarly, behavioral self-control (i.e., performance) relates to 

self-perceptions of one’s current abilities (Inzlicht & Berkman, 2015). Thus, people appear to 

have insight into their abilities for behavioral and mental control. In addition, a large body of 

research finds social judgments to be heavily anchored in egocentric knowledge (e.g., Epley et 

al., 2004; Krueger & Clement, 1994; Ross et al., 1977). Hence, to the degree that they perceive 

themselves to have control over their own mental states (e.g., are aware that they can regulate 

their emotions via reappraisal), high-TSC individuals should as well perceive others’ immoral 

mental states as subject to voluntary control. Consequently, we hypothesize that above and 

beyond caring about behavior, highly self-controlled people should react to others’ immoral 

mental states in a more moralizing manner, including ascriptions of moral wrongness and 

blameworthiness, as well as character judgments. Importantly, such a result would not only 

advance research at the intersection of self-control and morality, but also offer novel insights on 

how interindividual differences in self-control shape social perception. 

The Present Research 

We propose that the moralization of mental states is shaped by interindividual differences 

in self-control. This effect should (partly) be driven by ascribing greater control to others over 

their immoral mental states (control ascriptions), informed by perceived control over one’s own 

mental states (control perceptions). This basic model is depicted in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1. Basic theoretical model tested in in the present work. Self-related control 

perceptions, target-specific control ascriptions, and moralization all refer to mental states.    

 

We investigated these hypotheses in eight studies, taking into account multiple relevant 

additional variables. Building on the procedures and materials developed by Cohen and Rozin 

(2001; Cohen, 2003), Studies 1a and 1b investigated the relationship between perceivers’ TSC 

and the moralization of a target’s thoughts about an extramarital affair. Employing structural 

equation modeling, Study 1a tested control ascriptions as a mediator. It furthermore explored the 

role of the target’s perceived likelihood to act upon his thoughts. In Study 1b, we additionally 

assessed moral condemnation of the behavior itself to examine whether TSC predicts 

moralization of mental states via control ascriptions above and beyond higher moral standards 

for behavior. Studies 1b to 2b furthermore sought to generalize these findings to scenarios in 

which the target had no possibility to act upon his thoughts. Studies 3a to 4b elucidated why 

individuals high in TSC ascribe greater control over mental states to others and show stronger 

moralization, examining the role of perceived abilities to control one’s own mental states. 

Specifically, drawing on existing self-report measures of emotion regulation (Study 3a) and 

mind-wandering (Study 3b), we tested whether individuals who perceive difficulties (vs. ease) to 

control their own mental states (i.e., emotions resp. thoughts) judge targets’ immoral mental 
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states to be less subject to voluntary control across different scenarios. In a mediational model, 

Study 3a additionally assessed TSC. Studies 4a and 4b followed a causal-chain approach to 

mediation. Study 4a manipulated participants’ perceived ability to control their own mental 

states, finding an experimental effect on control ascriptions to others over their immoral mental 

states. Completing the causal chain, Study 4b manipulated targets’ control over their thoughts, 

providing novel experimental evidence for the hypothesis that control ascriptions promote the 

moralization of mental states.   

For all studies, we report all relevant measures, all conditions, and all data exclusions. 

Sample sizes were determined based on prior research (e.g., De Castella et al., 2017; Monroe et 

al., 2017), with the goal of being able to detect small to medium effects between experimental 

groups with at least 80% statistical power. For correlational studies, we aimed at collecting 

sufficient data to obtain stable effect size estimates for the basic effect, that is, the relation 

between TSC and the criterion variable (i.e., in most studies, moralization). To that end, we 

generally targeted a final sample size of approximately 250 (Schönbrodt & Perugini, 2013). 

Materials for all studies can be found in the appendices and data and supplementary materials 

(SOM) can be accessed at https://osf.io/2tp5j/?view_only=19f72ff695fc4f66ab394a6c484244ea. 

The present studies were either approved (in their present or highly similar form) and funded by 

the Center for Social and Economic Behavior at the University of Cologne, Germany, or 

approved by the Ethics Review Board of Bielefeld University, Germany. 

Study 1a 

Two initial studies were based on the design of Cohen and Rozin’s (2001; Cohen, 2003; 

Cohen & Rankin, 2004) studies and investigated whether trait differences in self-control are 

associated with a tendency to moralize others’ thoughts. We hypothesized that participants’ TSC 
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scores would positively predict moralization. In addition, and central to our theoretical model, 

we theorized that perceptions of the target’s voluntary control over his thoughts would mediate 

this relationship.  

We additionally assessed the perceived likelihood that the target would act upon his 

immoral thoughts, in order to ensure that the proposed relationship does not solely rely on 

perceptions of immoral thoughts leading to immoral behavior. Previous research indeed found 

that the moralization of mental states may be associated with the (perceived) likelihood of 

corresponding behavior (Cohen & Rozin, 2001). In particular, perceptions of the target being 

capable of choosing his mental state might entail perceptions of the target desiring it and 

evaluating it positively. Someone with such a “meta-desire” (Pizarro et al., 2003) might, in turn, 

be more motivated to exert the corresponding behavior. Therefore, a sequential mediation model 

tested the effect of TSC on moralization via control ascriptions (regarding mental states) and 

likelihood perceptions (regarding behavior). The simple indirect effect of TSC on moralization 

via control ascriptions constituted the primary test of our hypothesis (e.g., Alicke, 2000).  

Method 

Participants and design. Given that Study 1a was our initial study and we were agnostic 

with respect to effect sizes, we recruited 400 U.S. American participants on Amazon’s 

Mechanical Turk (MTurk) for a survey on personality and situation perception. They received 

$0.35 as compensation. Four participants were excluded because they indicated having answered 

randomly or purposely wrong (two individuals) or indicated they had participated multiple times 

in the survey (two individuals), resulting in a final N = 396 (187 female, 209 male, Mage = 35.48, 

SDage = 11.97). Participants completed a measure of TSC. Further, in a vignette task, they read 

about a target having an immoral mental state and responded to subsequent items designed to 
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assess the moralization of the target’s mental state. Order of the measures of TSC and 

moralization was counterbalanced across participants.  

Procedure and materials. Participants completed the Self-Control Scale, the most 

widely used, 36-item validated measure of TSC (Tangney et al., 2004). Sample items read 

“People would say that I have iron self-discipline,” “I am lazy” (reverse-coded), and “I am able 

to work effectively toward long-term goals.” These items were rated on a five-point scale (1 = 

not at all, 5 = very much). Responses were collapsed to form an index of TSC. The remaining 

study materials closely followed those of Studies 2 and 4 from Cohen and Rozin (2001). 

Specifically, as a measure of moralization of mental states, participants read a vignette about a 

married man, Mr. B., who consciously entertained thoughts about having an affair with his 

female colleague (adapted from Cohen & Rozin, 2001):  

 Mr. B. is a 2005 graduate of a University. He graduated with a 3.6 GPA with a BA 

in English and a minor in Communications. Since graduation, Mr. B. has worked at an 

entry-level job in a marketing firm. Mr. B. married his University sweetheart six months 

after they both had their graduation from University. Mr. B. and his wife do not have any 

children.  

 One of Mr. B.'s colleagues at work is a very attractive woman. This woman 

sometimes flirts with Mr. B. and they both know that she would be willing to have a sexual 

affair with him. Sometimes, Mr. B. consciously entertains thoughts about having a sexual 

affair with his colleague, thinking about where they would have an affair and what it would 

be like to have an affair with her. 

Subsequently, participants responded to three items taken from Cohen and Rozin (2001) 

that assessed on seven-point scales moral judgments of the target’s thoughts and character, for 
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example, “My gut reaction is that Mr. B.’s consciously entertaining thoughts about having a 

sexual affair with his colleague is wrong” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; for 

complete materials for all studies, see Appendices A-H). In line with Cohen and Rozin (2001), 

responses were collapsed to obtain a measure of moralization of mental states, with higher scores 

indicating stronger moral condemnation.  

On the next screen, we assessed potential mediating processes with two items. 

Specifically, participants were asked how likely they thought that the target was to have a sexual 

affair with his colleague (likelihood perceptions; 1 = very unlikely, 7 = very likely), and how 

much voluntary control over his thoughts they ascribed to the target, “How much control do you 

think Mr. B. has over his consciously entertaining thoughts about having a sexual affair with his 

colleague? In other words, are his thoughts involuntary, or do they result from voluntary effort?” 

(control ascriptions; 1 = completely involuntary, 7 = completely voluntary; Cohen & Rozin, 

2001). On the next screen, four items (Cohen & Rozin, 2001) assessed participants’ more general 

(i.e., target-unrelated) belief that morality is contingent upon (or informed by) mental states (e.g., 

“Being a moral person is more a matter of what is in your heart rather than what you do;” 1 = 

strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). As the present research focused on target-specific 

perceptions rather than such general moralization of mental states, results for this measure are 

reported in the SOM (p. 4). Finally, participants provided demographic information. 

Results and Discussion  

Mean values, standard deviations, and raw correlations for Studies 1a-3b can be found in 

Tables 1-6. All regression analyses were performed using the lavaan package for R (version 0.6-

7; Rosseel, 2012), using “normal” maximum likelihood estimation (based on the biased sample 

covariance matrix) to obtain our parameter estimates. Standard errors were computed using a 
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bootstrapping procedure with 5,000 resamples; Confidence intervals are based on bias-corrected 

adjusted bootstrap percentiles (BCa). Missing values were estimated using a full information 

maximum likelihood procedure (FIML; Yuan & Bentler, 2000).  

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics and Zero-Order Correlations of Main Variables in Study 

1a 

Variables M (SE) 1 2 3 4 

1. Trait self-

control 
3.44 (0.61) .93    

2. Control 

ascriptions 
4.77 (1.60) .198***    

3. Likelihood 

perceptions 
4.49 (1.54) .036 .354***   

4. Moralization 4.54 (1.17) .208*** .441*** .506*** .68 

Notes. ***p < .001. The diagonal represents Cronbach’s α. 

 

 

We entered TSC, control ascriptions, likelihood perceptions and moralization into a 

structural equation model testing a serial mediation of the effect of self-control on moralization 

via control ascriptions and likelihood perceptions (Figure 2).  

In line with our hypothesis, participants’ TSC overall positively predicted moralization of 

mental states, as indicated by a significant total effect, β (SE) = .21 (.05), p < .001, 95% CIβ [.10, 

.31]. On the level of individual paths, we found that TSC significantly predicted control 

ascriptions, β (SE) = .20 (.05), p < .001, 95% CIβ [.09, .30], but not perceived likelihood, β (SE) 

= -.04 (.05), p = .447, 95% CIβ [-.13, .06]. Control ascriptions predicted likelihood perceptions, β 

(SE) = .36 (.05), p < .001, 95% CIβ [.25, .47]. The latter, in turn, predicted moralization, β (SE) = 

.41 (.05), p < .001, 95% CIβ [.32, .50].  
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Directly testing our hypothesis, the indirect effect via control ascriptions was significant 

individually, β (SE) = .05 (.02), p = .001, 95% CIβ [.03, .09]. In contrast, likelihood perceptions 

did not emerge as an individual mediator: The simple indirect effect of TSC on moralization via 

likelihood perceptions was non-significant, β (SE) = -.01 (.02), p = .445, 95% CIβ [-.05, .02]. In 

addition, a significant indirect effect of TSC on moralization via control and likelihood 

perceptions in sequence emerged, β (SE) = .03 (.01), p = .001, 95% CIβ [.01, .05], suggesting that 

likelihood perceptions play a role in the relationship between TSC and moralization, yet are not 

solely responsible for this relationship. 

Controlling for the indirect effects, the total effect of participants’ TSC on moralization 

was reduced, but remained significant; direct effect: β (SE) = .14 (.04), p = .001, 95% CIβ [.06, 

.22]. 

 

 
Figure 2. Structural equation model of the effect of trait self-control on moralization via 

ascriptions of control to the target over his mental states and perceived likelihood of the target to 

show the behavior. Numbers represent standardized regression coefficients, Study 1a, **p < .01, 

***p < .001.  

 

 These results provide initial evidence that individuals with higher dispositional self-

control moralize others’ immoral mental states more strongly. The effect of TSC on moralization 
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appears to partly rely on enhanced ascriptions of control that the target has over his thoughts. 

Results further suggest that control ascriptions are associated with an enhanced expectation that 

the target will act correspondingly. While this association contributed to the overall effect, 

control ascriptions emerged as an individual mediator of the relationship between TSC and 

moralization, regardless of expectations that the target would act upon his thoughts. Expectations 

about behavior thus do not appear as a necessary condition for high TSC individuals to moralize 

mental states. Consequently, and in line with our theoretical argument based on the prominent 

role of control ascriptions in prior work on moral judgment (e.g., Alicke, 2000; Cohen & Rozin, 

2001; Cusimano & Goodwin, 2019), we focused on this process in our remaining studies.  

Study 1b 

Study 1a provided initial evidence for an association between TSC and the tendency to 

judge others based on their immoral thoughts, above and beyond the perceived likelihood of 

acting upon them. However, participants may have suspected that someone who fantasizes about 

an affair with his colleague might have previously engaged in related behaviors (such as flirting 

with that colleague), and therefore still base their judgment on assumed behavior rather than the 

mental content alone. To address this shortcoming, Study 1b employed a modified version of this 

scenario in which the target cannot engage in the behavior, thereby holding behavior likelihood 

constant (at practically zero). We again hypothesized that TSC would predict moralization of the 

target’s mental states, and that this effect would be mediated by control ascriptions.  

We additionally explored another potentially relevant alternative process related to 

immoral behavior. Specifically, given that people with higher TSC show less deviant behavior 

themselves (e.g., Tangney et al., 2004), they might also apply stricter moral standards to 

behavior. Condemning a behavior might affect judgments of targets who think about or desire 
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this behavior, irrespective of any expectations of the target being able to control their thoughts 

and/or behavior. To our knowledge, the association between TSC and moral judgments of 

others’ behaviors has not been tested yet. In order to explore this potential additional pathway, 

Study 1b therefore included a measure of condemnation of the corresponding immoral behavior. 

We tested a parallel mediation model of the effect of TSC on the moralization of mental states.  

Method 

Participants and design. We recruited 311 U.S. American participants on MTurk for a 

survey on personality and situation perception. They received $0.35 as compensation. Three 

participants were excluded because they indicated that they had participated multiple times in the 

survey (no one indicated random/wrong responding), resulting in a final N = 308 (166 female, 

142 male, Mage = 34.74, SDage = 11.94). Participants again completed a measure of TSC preceded 

by a vignette task to assess moralization of mental states similar to that used in Study 1a. 

Procedure and materials. Materials again closely followed previous work (Cohen, 

2003; Cohen & Rankin, 2004; Cohen & Rozin, 2001). Participants read a vignette in which the 

target, Mr. B., was described to engage in conscious thoughts about an affair with a celebrity—

actress Natalie Portman (see Cohen, 2003, Study 3). The nature of the target’s “conscious 

thoughts” was clarified via more concrete descriptions (see Cohen & Rankin, 2004; Cohen & 

Rozin, 2001):  

 Mr. B. is a 2005 graduate of a University. He graduated with a 3.6 GPA with a BA 

in English and a minor in Communications. Since graduation, Mr. B. has worked at an 

entry level job in a marketing firm. Mr. B. married his University sweetheart six months 

after they both had their graduation from University. Mr. B. and his wife do not have any 

children. Mr. B. has never cheated on his wife by having an affair with someone else.  
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 For years, Mr. B. has followed the career of the actress Natalie Portman with great 

interest, and he has always found her to be extremely attractive. Although Mr. B. knows 

that he will never meet Natalie Portman, he often fantasizes about her. At on average four 

times a week for on average 10 minutes, Mr. B. consciously entertains thoughts about 

having a sexual affair with Natalie Portman, thinking about where they would have an 

affair and what it would be like to have an affair with her. 

Subsequently, participants answered five moralization items that assessed moral 

judgments of the target’s mental states and character (Cohen, 2003). Sample items read “My gut 

reaction is that Mr. B.’s consciously entertaining thoughts about having a sexual affair with 

Natalie Portman is wrong” and “Mr. B. is a bad person.” All items were rated on seven-point 

scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; 1 = very negatively, 7 = very positively, reverse 

scored; see Appendix B). Responses were collapsed to form a reliable index of moralization, 

with higher values indicating more negative judgments of the target’s thoughts and character.  

 This measure was followed by the control ascriptions item from Study 1a. Participants 

additionally completed a single item assessing general moralization of mental states taken from 

Study 1a (see Cohen, 2003; Cohen & Rozin, 2001; see Appendix B; see SOM for results). 

Moreover, we assessed moral judgments of having an affair in general as a measure of behavior 

condemnation, “How would it affect your judgment of a person’s character to know that they 

actually did have a sexual affair?” (1 = very negatively, 7 = very positively, reverse coded). 

Subsequently, participants completed the validated 13-item short version of the Self-Control 

Scale (Brief Self-Control Scale; Tangney et al., 2004) and demographic questions. 

Results and Discussion 
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Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics and Zero-Order Correlations of Main Variables in 

Study 1b 

Variables M (SE) 1 2 3 4 

1. Trait self-

control 
3.40 (0.76) .89    

2. Control 

ascriptions 
4.97 (1.52) .261***    

3. Behavior 

condemnation 
5.71 (1.26) .156** .101   

4. Moralization 3.46 (1.31) .169** .280*** .278*** .87 

Notes. **p < .01, ***p < .001. The diagonal represents Cronbach’s α. 

 

We entered TSC scores, control ascriptions, behavior condemnation, and moralization of 

mental states into a structural equation model. Control ascriptions and behavior condemnation 

were included as parallel (and therefore independent) mediators (Figure 3). TSC again positively 

predicted how strongly participants moralized the target’s thoughts, as indicated by a significant 

total effect, β (SE) = .17 (.06), p = .005, 95% CIβ [.05, .29]. Further, TSC predicted both control 

ascriptions, β (SE) = .26 (.06), p < .001, 95% CIβ [.15, .37], and behavior condemnation, β (SE) = 

.16 (.06), p = .008, 95% CIβ [.04, .27]. Both control ascriptions, β (SE) = .24 (.06), p < .001, 95% 

CIβ [.13, .35], and behavior condemnation, β (SE) = .24 (.05), p < .001, 95% CIβ [.15, .35], 

significantly predicted moralization of the target’s mental states. Central to the present research, 

and replicating our main finding from the first study, a significant indirect effect via control 

ascriptions emerged, β (SE) = .06 (.02), p = .003, 95% CIβ [.03, .11]. Likewise, the indirect effect 

of TSC on moralization via behavior condemnation was significant, β (SE) = .04 (.02), p = .014, 

95% CIβ [.01, .08]. Controlling for these indirect effects reduced the total effect to a non-

significant direct effect, β (SE) = .07 (.06), p = .245, 95% CIβ [-.05, .19].  
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Figure 3. Structural equation model of the effect of trait self-control on moralization via 

ascriptions of control to the target over his mental states and condemnation of the immoral 

behavior. Numbers represent standardized regression coefficients, Study 1b, **p < .01, ***p < 

.001.  

 

In Study 1b, participants with higher TSC again moralized a target’s mental states more 

strongly. This was the case even though that person could clearly not put his thoughts into action. 

Analyses further revealed that ascribed control over mental states and condemnation of the 

behavior—which both emerged as parallel mediators—fully accounted for the relationship 

between TSC and moralization of mental states. These results lend further support to the central 

role of ascriptions of control in explaining the effect of TSC on moralization of mental states––

above and beyond people’s moral standards for the corresponding behavior. The present results 

thus conceptually replicate the core findings from Study 1a, while simulanteously considering—

and providing novel evidence of—the effect of TSC on behavior condemnation. Building on 

prior methodology (e.g., Cohen & Rozin, 2001), Studies 1a and 1b investigated thoughts related 

to having an extramarital affair. To increase the generalizability of our findings, for the following 
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studies, we designed novel materials with the purpose of rendering it even less likely that 

participants would imagine the target engaging in the imagined or any related behavior.  

Study 2a 

Arguably, an extramarital affair may mean breaking mutual agreements or general moral 

rules and afflicting harm on one’s spouse as a side-effect of one’s behavior. However, people 

may often desire harm for another person more directly, and enjoy thinking about how harm 

might befall that person (Kenrick, 2011). Importantly, one set of studies found that people 

morally condemn those who experience malevolent desires and pleasure at others’ misfortunes 

(Gromet et al., 2016). Study 2a was therefore designed to replicate the findings from Studies 1a 

and 1b in a setting where a target experiences dislike for a colleague and enjoys thinking about 

sabotaging that colleague’s work. Additionally, Study 2a sought to replicate Study 1b, again 

assessing moral condemnation of actually engaging in the corresponding behavior. We again 

expected control ascriptions to mediate the effect of TSC on moralization, and behavior 

condemnation to function as a parallel mediator.  

Method 

Participants and design. We recruited 332 U.S. American participants on MTurk for a 

survey on personality and situation perception. They received $0.40 as compensation. Three 

participants were excluded because they indicated having participated in the survey more than 

once. Five further participants were excluded because they admitted to having answered 

randomly or purposely wrong, resulting in a final N = 324 (144 female, 178 male, 2 other, Mage = 

36.45, SDage = 11.09). The study design closely followed that of Study 1b, with participants 

completing a measure of TSC and a new vignette task designed to assess the moralization of 

mental states. Order of these measures was counterbalanced between participants.  
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Procedure and materials. Participants again completed the Brief Self-Control Scale 

(Tangney et al., 2004). Further, they read a short vignette about two colleagues who were 

described as biological scientists. The target person, Christopher, disliked his colleague, Alan, 

and enjoyed thinking about sabotaging Alan’s work. Importantly, it was made explicit that he did 

not have an opportunity to act upon his desires, thereby rendering any behavioral implications 

that the previous vignettes might have had rather unlikely. Instead, the current vignette focused 

on the target’s malevolent desire and pleasure at his thoughts:  

Christopher and Alan are biology scientists at a university. They investigate in the 

same domain, a stem of nonhazardous tropical bacteria, and are at about the same career 

level. Christopher does not like Alan, and resents him his recent successes.  

Even though Christopher does not have access to the laboratory where Alan 

works, because the two belong to different departments, Christopher sometimes 

fantasizes about destroying all of the special experimental cultures in Alan’s lab. He takes 

pleasure in thinking how Alan would have to create all cell cultures anew in cumbersome 

evening hours. 

Subsequently, participants completed a six-item measure of moralization of mental states, 

for example “It is morally wrong for Christopher to fantasize about destroying Alan’s 

experimental cultures” and “Christopher has bad character” (see Appendix C). In line with 

previous research (Cohen & Rozin, 2001), participants’ answers to these items were collapsed to 

form a moralization score. Subsequently, two items based on prior work (Cohen & Rozin, 2001) 

and Studies 1a and 1b assessed ascriptions of control: “Christopher’s entertaining thoughts about 

destroying Alan’s experimental cultures is completely involuntary” (reverse coded) and 
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“Christopher’s fantasies about destroying Alan’s experimental cultures result from voluntary 

effort.” All items were judged on a seven-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).  

In addition, we assessed behavior condemnation with three items similar to those in 

Study 1b, for example “What would you think if Christopher did something else to harm Alan's 

work?” (1 = extremely immoral/very negatively, 7 = extremely moral/very positively; reverse 

coded). Responses were collapsed to create an index of behavior condemnation. At the end of the 

study, participants provided demographic information. 

Results and Discussion 

Table 3 

Descriptive Statistics and Zero-Order Correlations of Main Variables in Study 

2a 

Variables M (SE) 1 2 3 4 

1. Trait self-

control 
3.43 (0.78) .91    

2. Control 

ascriptions 
4.84 (1.43) .239*** .83   

3. Behavior 

condemnation 
6.34 (1.10) .101† .147** .87  

4. Moralization 4.42 (1.46) .145** .381*** .060 .91 

Notes. †p <.10, **p < .01, ***p < .001. The diagonal represents Cronbach’s α. 

 

All variables were entered into the same parallel mediation model as in Study 1b. 

Participants’ TSC scores again positively predicted moralization, as indicated by a significant 

total effect, β (SE) = .14 (.07), p = .028, 95% CIβ [.01, .27]. TSC also predicted both control 

ascriptions, β (SE) = .24 (.06), p < .001, 95% CIβ [.13, .35], and behavior condemnation, β (SE) = 

.10 (.04), p = .019, 95% CIβ [.02, .19]. Control ascriptions, in turn, predicted moralization, β (SE) 

= .37 (.06), p < .001, 95% CIβ [.25, .48]. In contrast, behavior condemnation did not predict 
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moralization in this study, β (SE) = .00 (.04), p = .992, 95% CIβ [-.09, .09]. Importantly, and as 

predicted, the indirect effect of self-control on moralization via control ascriptions was 

significant, β (SE) = .09 (.02), p < .001, 95% CIβ [.05, .14]. The predicted indirect effect of TSC 

on moralization of mental states via behavior condemnation, however, was non-significant, β 

(SE) = .00 (.00), p = .993, 95% CIβ [-.01, .01]. Controlling for these indirect effects reduced the 

total effect to a non-significant direct effect, β (SE) = .06 (.06), p = .358, 95% CIβ [-.06, .18].  

Study 2a extends the central findings from Studies 1a and 1b to a behavior more 

representative of the domain of harm. Participants with higher TSC judged a target to have 

greater control over his malevolent thoughts, which mediated the effect of TSC on moralization 

of his mental states. These effects again emerged independently of behavior condemnation, and 

despite the fact that the target could not act upon his thoughts. Behavior condemnation was again 

predicted by TSC. However, condemning a behavior that the target would certainly not exert did 

not predict moralization of mental states, and hence not emerge as another mediator.  

An additional study with an otherwise identical design (Study 2c, see SOM, p. 9) 

assessed control ascriptions with a slightly modified three-item measure. In that study, the 

predicted indirect effect via control ascriptions was not significant. Nevertheless, taken together, 

the studies conducted so far indicated that high TSC individuals moralize mental states more 

strongly—even when targets’ thoughts are purely hypothetical and cannot be be executed. What 

is more, this relationship seems to be partly driven by greater voluntary control over mental 

states ascribed to targets. In order to once again replicate this central finding, and for the sake of 

construct validity, Study 2b was designed to assess control ascriptions with an extended measure 

derived from the literature on free will beliefs.  

Study 2b 
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 Lay intuitions about free will comprise a “chosen, desired intentional action absent 

constraints” (Monroe et al., 2014, p. 108; see also Feldman et al., 2014; Monroe et al., 2017; 

Monroe & Malle, 2010, 2017; Nahmias & Thompson, 2014). In Study 2b, we adapted this 

conceptualization of free will to the mental realm and developed a novel measure of control 

ascriptions to extend the findings of Studies 1a-2a. Specifically, this novel scale comprised two 

items each assessing the target’s perceived capacity of choice, absence of constraints, and 

alignment with the target’s desires or intentionality, all with reference to mental states. We 

predicted that control ascriptions would again mediate the effect of TSC on moralization.  

Method 

Participants and design. We recruited 315 U.S. American participants on MTurk for a 

survey on personality and situation perception. They received $0.30 as compensation. In total, 15 

additional participants were excluded because they indicated having answered randomly or 

purposely wrong (4 individuals), or indicated they had participated multiple times in the survey 

(7 individuals), or because they failed an attention check (6 individuals; multiple applicable 

criteria possible), resulting in a final N = 300 (144 female, 153 male, 3 other/n.a., Mage = 35.64, 

SDage = 11.44). Again, participants completed a measure of TSC and a vignette task to assess the 

moralization of mental states. These measures were presented in counterbalanced order.  

Procedure and materials. Participants again completed the Brief Self-Control Scale 

(Tangney et al., 2004). They also read the same vignette as in Study 2a about a biological 

scientist fantasizing about sabotaging his colleague. They then completed our novel measure of 

control ascriptions comprising six items in a fixed random order on seven-point scales (1 = 

strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Sample items read “Christopher freely chooses to 

fantasize about destroying Alan’s experimental cultures,” (capacity of choice) “Christopher 
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could prevent his fantasies about destroying Alan’s experimental cultures, if he wanted,” 

(absence of constraints) and “Christopher’s thoughts about destroying Alan’s experimental 

cultures are intentional” (intentionality; see Appendix D). Responses were collapsed to form an 

index of control ascriptions.1 On the next screen, participants completed the six moralization 

items from Study 2a. Subsequently, participants were instructed to select a certain number on a 

seven-point scale, serving as an attention check, and provided demographic information. 

Results and Discussion  

Table 4 

Descriptive Statistics and Zero-Order Correlations of Main 

Variables in Study 2b 

Variables M (SE) 1 2 3 

1. Trait self-

control 
3.33 (0.75) .88   

2. Control 

ascriptions 
5.75 (1.06) .243*** .82  

3. Moralization 4.36 (1.43) .280*** .296*** .89 

Notes. ***p < .001. The diagonal represents Cronbach’s α. 

 

In order to determine whether control ascriptions mediated the effect of TSC on 

moralization, we ran a mediation analysis (Figure 4). Participants’ TSC scores again significantly 

predicted moralization, as indicated by a significant total effect, β (SE) = .28 (.06), p < .001, 95% 

CIβ [.16, .39]. In addition, TSC predicted control ascriptions, β (SE) = .24 (.06), p < .001, 95% 

CIβ [.13, .36]. Control ascriptions, in turn, predicted moralization, β (SE) = .24 (.05), p < .001, 

95% CIβ [.14, .35]. Consistent with predictions, a significant indirect effect emerged, β (SE) = 

 
1 Unexpectedly, a single reversed coded item correlated negatively with the overall control ascriptions scale (r = -

.32, corrected item-total correlation), with reliability being considerably higher when excluding this item (α = .82 

versus α = .64). Therefore, we created an average score of the five remaining items. Results for the six-item scale 

are, however, highly similar.  
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.06 (.02), p = .002, 95% CIβ [.03, .11]. As a result, the direct effect, while remaining significant, 

was reduced, β (SE) = .22 (.06), p < .001, 95% CIβ [.10, .33], indicating mediation.  

 

Figure 4. Effect of trait self-control on moralization via ascriptions of control to the 

target over his mental states. Numbers represent standardized regression coefficients, Study 2b, 

***p < .001.  

 

Using a novel, multiple-item measure of control ascriptions derived from the literature on 

free will beliefs, these results corroborate our previous findings, including a direct replication of 

the relationship between TSC and moralization we found in Study 2a. Taken together, Studies 

1a-2b provide evidence for our hypothesis that high TSC people moralize others’ mental states 

more strongly. Furthermore, consistent indirect effects suggest that this amplified moralization at 

least partly stems from elevated ascriptions of control to targets over their immoral mental states. 

We designed the next study to provide a more fine-grained examination of the proposed process 

while additionally investigating a different population. 

Study 3a 

The hypotheses tested in Studies 1a-2b relied on the assumption that highly self-

controlled individuals perceive themselves as capable of controlling their undesired mental 

states, and that egocentric projection leads them to assume that others are able to do so as well. 
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However, thus far, we have not empirically addressed this rationale. In addition, Studies 1a-2b 

soley relied on U.S. American online samples. The aim of Study 3a was thus threefold: Most 

importantly, a mediational design sought to deliver support for the role of perceived abilities to 

control one’s own mental states in control ascriptions to others. Furthermore, Study 3a 

investigated the postulated relationships in a non-online sample from a different population. 

Finally, we employed a set of newly developed scenarios to assess ascriptions of control to 

targets experiencing immoral mental states. We hypothesized that TSC would once again predict 

control ascriptions. This relationship should furthermore be mediated by perceptions of one’s 

own emotion-regulation ability as a proxy for self-perceptions of ability for mental state control. 

The design and analyses of Study 3a were preregistered 

(https://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=hi88dg).  

Method 

Participants and design. We recruited 250 German students for a study on situation 

perception in the hallway of a large German university. Participants received a chocolate bar as 

compensation. 30 participants were excluded for not (correctly) answering an attention check, 

resulting in a final N = 220 (139 females, 78 males, 2 diverse, 1 missing, Mage = 23.27, SDage = 

4.58).  

Procedure and materials. Participants first completed the validated German version of 

the Brief Self-Control Scale (1 = does not apply at all, 5 = completely applies; Bertrams & 

Dickhäuser, 2009). Subsequently, they answered a validated German version of the Emotion 

Regulation Questionnaire (ERQ; Abler & Kessler, 2009; Gross & John, 2003). This 

questionnaire comprises two subscales: cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression. The 

cognitive reappraisal subscale was of primary interest for the present research. It assesses the 

https://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=hi88dg
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self-reported dispositional tendency towards emotion regulation via cognitive reappraisal, that is, 

changing one’s construal of an emotion-eliciting event. Individuals with higher scores possess “a 

well-developed capacity for negative mood repair, and show a sense of their capacity for 

negative mood regulation” (Gross & John, 2003, p. 355). Reappraisal was measured with six 

items, for example, “When I want to feel more positive emotion, I change the way I’m thinking 

about the situation,” and “When I’m faced with a stressful situation, I make myself think about it 

in a way that helps me stay calm.” A prior study found a positive association between TSC, the 

reappraisal subscale of the ERQ, and neurological indicators of emotion-regulation success 

(Paschke et al., 2016). Responses were collapsed to form an index of cognitive reappraisal. 

 Four additional items assessed the tendency for expressive suppression (e.g., “When I 

am feeling negative emotions, I make sure not to express them”). Higher scores are associated 

with less effective emotion regulation and lower well-being (Gross & John, 2003). As Study 3a 

was designed to investigate the role of perceived ability to control one’s mental states, rather 

than controlling one’s behaviors related to affective states (e.g., emotion expression), we retained 

this subscale as a pre-registered control dimension for additional analyses. Participants answered 

all items on a seven-point scale (1 = not true at all, 7 = completely true). Embedded in the scale 

was an attention check item prompting participants to select a certain answer option.  

On the following page, participants were presented with six newly developed short 

scenarios (see Appendix E). Each described a target person who experienced an immoral mental 

state, followed by a single-item measure of control ascriptions. Notably, targets’ mental states 

were unrelated to any behavioral intentions. For example, the “Breakup Scenario” read:  

Christina learns that a fellow student was left by her boyfriend and that she is very 

sad now. Christina, who does not like this fellow student, is happy about that. 
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The respective control ascriptions item read “Christina could change her being happy 

about her fellow student having been left by her boyfriend, if she wanted to,” which was 

answered on a seven-point scale (1 = not at all, 7 = completely). Responses to all six items were 

collapsed to form an index of control ascriptions. At the end of the questionnaire, participants 

provided demographic information.  

Results and Discussion 

Table 5 

Descriptive Statistics and Zero-Order Correlations of Main Variables in Study 

3a 

Variables M (SE) 1 2 3 4 

1. Trait self-

control 
3.07 (0.56) .76    

2. Cognitive 

reappraisal 
4.34 (1.09) .203** .80   

3. Expressive 

suppression 
3.48 (1.22) -.015 -.025 .74  

4. Control 

ascriptions 
5.57 (1.13) .204** .270*** -.084 .84 

Notes. **p < .01, ***p < .001. The diagonal represents Cronbach’s α. 

 

 

We ran a mediation analysis in order to determine whether (a) trait-self control predicts 

control ascriptions regarding others’ immoral mental states and (b) whether this effect is 

mediated by cognitive reappraisal (Figure 5). Participants’ TSC scores again predicted control 

ascriptions, as indicated by a significant total effect, β (SE) = .20 (.07), p = .003, 95% CIβ [.07, 

.35]. In addition, TSC predicted cognitive reappraisal, β (SE) = .20 (.07), p = .002, 95% CIβ [.08, 

.33]. Cognitive reappraisal, in turn, predicted control ascriptions, β (SE) = .24 (.07), p < .001, 

95% CIβ [.11, .38]. Consistent with predictions, a significant indirect effect emerged, β (SE) = 

.05 (.02), p = .035, 95% CIβ [.01, .10], indicating mediation. The direct effect remained 
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significant, β (SE) = .16 (.07), p = .023, 95% CIβ [.03, .30]. Results remained stable and highly 

similar when expressive suppression was entered in the model as a covariate, which did not 

predict control ascriptions in this model, β (SE) = -.08 (.06), p = .201, 95% CIβ [-.19, .04].  

 

Figure 5. Effect of trait self-control on ascriptions of control to targets over their mental 

states via cognitive reappraisal. Numbers represent standardized regression coefficients, Study 

3a, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.    

 

These results provide a conceptual replication of path (a) in Studies 1a-2b: In a non-

online sample from a different population and with various novel, daily-life scenarios, TSC again 

predicted the degree of control ascribed to social targets entertaining immoral mental states. 

These results further elucidate how individuals high in TSC may come to perceive others’ mental 

states in this way: Cognitive reappraisal as an emotion regulation strategy emerged as a 

mediator. In other words, variations in the degree that highly self-controlled individuals thought 

they themselves were able to control their own emotional states contributed to their interpretation 

of others’ immoral mental states as subject to voluntary control. In contrast, self-reported 

expressive suppression was unrelated to control ascriptions. These results are in line with the 

notion that TSC is associated with control not simply over behavioral impulses, but also internal 
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states, specifically emotions (Tangney et al., 2004). Importantly, it thereby seems to shape social 

perceptions.  

In Study 3b, we sought further support for this latter link between self-related control 

perceptions and target-related control ascriptions with a different operationalization and in yet 

another population. Instead of relying on MTurk participants or university students, in Study 3b 

we recruited a sample of criminal convicts with a history of substance abuse. 

Study 3b 

Aggression, antisocial behavior, and problems with regulating food and alcohol intake 

have all been conceptualized as important domains of self-control and failure thereof (e.g., 

Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990; Tangney et al., 2004). Consistently, people with a history of 

criminal behavior, incarceration or alcohol or drug abuse score lower on measures of self-

control, including the scale used in the present research (e.g., Allen et al., 1998; Malouf et al., 

2014; Tangney et al., 2004; Verdejo-Garcia et al., 2007). In addition, prior work has found a 

history of frequent drinking or addiction to another substance to be associated with lower belief 

in free will about one’s own and other people’s actions (Vonasch et al., 2017). We therefore 

sought to complement our previous studies with a population of criminal convicts diagnosed 

with substance abuse—a population arguably characterized by relatively low TSC and 

adjustment, with potential consequences for self-perceptions of mental state control. Specifically, 

Study 3b attempted a conceptual replication of the association between perceived ability to 

control one’s own mental states and ascriptions of control to others over their immoral mental 

states.  

While Study 3a investigated perceived control over one’s emotions, Study 3b focused on 

control over one’s thoughts. To that end, we employed a self-report measure of mind-wandering, 
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that is, “engaging in cognitions unrelated to the current demands of the external environment” 

(Schooler et al., 2011). Prior work differentiates spontaneous, non-deliberate mind-wandering 

from deliberate, controlled mind-wandering (Carriere et al., 2013). We were particularly 

interested in uncontrolled, spontaneous shifts of attention, experienced as a stimulus “capturing” 

one’s attention, as a proxy for perceived (low) control over one’s mental states that should be 

associated with reduced ascriptions of control to others (Carriere et al., 2013; Giambra, 1995).  

Method 

Participants and design. We hoped to collect data from aproximately 100 participants, 

allowing to detect an effect as large as the corresponding effect in Study 3a. We were able to 

collect data from a total of 84 male criminal convicts living in a large secure unit in Germany 

who voluntarily participated in a study on their personal perceptions, feelings, and attitudes. 

Eight participants had to be excluded from analyses due to incomplete data (i.e., no responses on 

the mind-wandering measure), resulting in a final N = 76 (Mage = 30.46, SDage = 6.64). All 

participants had been convicted to imprisonment for a range of 15-150 months (Mdn = 49.00) for 

a crime committed in relation to a substance disorder (e.g., drug trafficking; robbery; theft; 

physical injury) and were currently receiving psychotherapeutical treatment. A considerable 

proportion had comorbid diagnoses (e.g., personality disorders; gambling disorder). Participants 

received a chocolate bar as compensation. In a correlational design, participants completed a 

measure of self-reported mind-wandering followed by the measure of control ascriptions from 

Study 3a.   

Procedure and materials. Closely following earlier work, participants completed a 13-

item measure of mind-wandering in German language comprised of two different mind-
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wandering scales (Schubert et al., 2020; see Appendix F).2 Nine items in total assessed 

spontaneous mind-wandering as our measure of self-related control perceptions.  

Participants first completed the five items of the Mind-Wandering Questionnaire (e.g., “I 

find myself listening with one ear, thinking about something else at the same time;” Mrazek et 

al., 2013). Subsequently, they answered an eight-item questionnaire specifically designed to 

differentiate spontaneous, non-deliberate mind-wandering (subscale MW-Spontaneous, four 

items, e.g., “It feels like I don’t have control over when my mind wanders”) from intentional, 

deliberate mindwandering (subscale MW-Deliberate, four items; “I allow my thoughts to wander 

on purpose;” Carriere et al., 2013). All items were answered on a seven-point scale (1 = almost 

never/do not agree, 7 = almost always/completely agree). Responses to the Mind-Wandering 

Questionnaire and the MW-Spontaneous were collapsed to form an index of spontaneous mind-

wandering (see Schubert et al., 2020). The four remaining items formed an index of deliberate 

mind-wandering, which we retained as a control scale, paralleling the design of Study 3a. On the 

following page, participants read the six scenarios from Study 3a in identical fixed random order 

and rated targets’ control over their immoral mental states (1 = not at all, 7 = completely), 

resulting in an index of control ascriptions. 

Results and Discussion  

 

 

 

 

 

 
2 The survey was conducted as part of an honor thesis and included additional measures unrelated to the present 

research. Further details and the complete list of measures are available from the corresponding author upon request. 
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Table 6 

Descriptive Statistics and Zero-Order Correlations of Main 

Variables in Study 3b 

Variables M (SE) 1 2 3 

1. Spontaneous 

mind-wandering 
3.46 (1.08) .86   

2. Deliberate 

mind-wandering 
3.61 (1.12) .516*** .68  

3. Control 

ascriptions 
5.18 (1.19) -.285* -.169 .82 

Notes. *p < .05, ***p < .001. The diagonal represents Cronbach’s α. 

We first regressed control ascriptions on the spontaneous mind-wandering score in a 

linear regression. As predicted, spontaneous mind-wandering negatively predicted how much 

control participants ascribed to targets, β (SE) = -.28 (.11), p = .009, 95% CIβ [-.49, -.06].3 We 

additionally entered the deliberate mind-wandering score as a predictor in a simultaneous linear 

regression. The predictive effect of spontaneous mind-wandering on control ascriptions remained 

significant, β (SE) = -.27 (.12), p = .031, 95% CIβ [-.52, -.02], whereas deliberate mind-

wandering did not emerge as a significant predictor, β (SE) = -.03 (.11), p = .787, 95% CIβ [-.23, 

.21]. These results suggest that to the degree that participants experienced little control over their 

own thoughts, they ascribed lower control to others over their immoral fantasies and feelings. In 

contrast, the tendency to deliberately let one’s mind wander did not predict control ascriptions. 

Taken together, investigating two additional populations beyond MTurk with presumably 

different degrees of adjustment and TSC, Studies 3a and 3b further elucidate the relationship 

between TSC and ascribing voluntary control to others over their mental states: Participants 

ascribed targets greater control to the degree that they perceived themselves as in control over 

 
3 Analyses with the subscale MW-Spontaneous only yielded highly similar results. 
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their own emotional states and thoughts. These self-related control perceptions appear to underlie 

the relationship between TSC and control ascriptions to others (Study 3a). Both studies thus also 

provide novel evidence of how perceptions of one’s own self-control abilities (i.e., emotion and 

thought control) may shape social perceptions more broadly.  

Study 4a 

The final set of studies was designed to complement the correlational evidence obtained 

for our model in Studies 1a-3b by adopting a causal-chain approach to mediation. Specifically, 

Studies 4a and 4b examined the causal impact of self-related control perceptions on control 

ascriptions with respect to others’ mental states and the resulting effect on moralization. 

Paralleling our correlational Studies 3a and 3b, Study 4a manipulated participants’ perceived 

control over their own mental states with a manipulation adapted from prior research while 

assessing control ascriptions to others. Extending prior research (Cusimano & Goodwin, 2019), 

Study 4b sought novel experimental support for the hypothesized causal effect of ascribing 

another person control over their mental states on moralization thereof. For these causal-chain 

studies, we again developed novel scenarios to measure respectively manipulate targets’ control 

over a diverse set of immoral mental states. Study 4a manipulated participants’ perceived 

emotion regulation ability. We hypothesized that reminding participants of their own difficulties 

(vs. ease) in regulating their emotions would attenuate the tendency to ascribe control to others 

over their mental states.  

Method 

Participants and design. We recruited 220 U.S. American participants on MTurk for a 

survey on autobiographical experiences and situation perception. They received $0.50 as 

compensation. Ten participants were excluded for failing an attention check (5 individuals), for 
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indicating to have answered randomly or purposely wrong (2 individuals), for self-reported 

multiple participation in the survey (1 individual), or because they did not provide any 

meaningful examples to the essay task (2 individuals), resulting in a final N = 210 (122 females, 

87 males, 1 other/n. a., Mage = 36.81, SDage = 12.38). Participants were randomly assigned to one 

of two experimental conditions (high control vs. low control). 

Procedure and materials. As a manipulation of perceived control over one’s own 

emotions, participants completed an episodic recall task adapted from previous research (De 

Castella et al., 2018). Specifically, in the low-control (high-control) condition, participants were 

instructed to “recall two situations from your own life when you found it difficult (easy) to 

control your emotions. By that, we mean a situation where you feel that you did not, or 

experienced difficulties to, successfully manage, change, or control (sucessfully managed, 

changed, or controlled) your emotions. You might recall a situation when you got carried 

(managed to not get carried) away by your emotions. Similarly, you might recall a time when 

you had (no or not much) trouble distracting yourself from or changing your feelings about, and 

your emotional reactions to a situation” (see De Castella et al., 2018). Participants were asked to 

describe the recalled situations and to explain how they felt and in what way they found it 

difficult (had managed) to control or change their emotions.   

Participants then answered three manipulation-check items about the situations they had 

recalled on nine-point scales (1 = not at all, 9 = very much; α = .84) to ensure that those in the 

low-control (vs. high-control) condition had indeed perceived their emotions as out of (vs. under) 

control (e.g., “During the situations I recalled, I had little control over my emotions”).  
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Subsequently, participants read five different scenarios in a fixed random order, each 

describing a target entertaining a malevolent thought, including shortened versions of the 

scenarios used in Studies 1b-2b (see Appendix G). For example, the surgery scenario read:  

Brian is a 34­year old man who recently had a leg surgery that required removing some 

healthy leg tissue to prevent an inflammation. During his stay in the hospital, which he does not 

like, Brian has thoughts about harming other people, such as the nurses and doctors.  

For each scenario, participants answered two items measuring control ascriptions on 

nine-point scales, adapted from the measure employed in Study 2b (e.g., “Brian is fully capable 

of choosing his thoughts about harming the hospital personnel,” “Brian’s thoughts about harming 

other people are intentional,” 1 = completely disagree, 9 = completely agree). Responses were 

collapsed for each scenario, and then aggregated across all five scenarios (α = .83). 

Subsequently, participants completed the same attention check as in Study 2b and demographic 

questions.   

Results and Discussion 

Manipulation check. A t-test for independent samples confirmed that participants in the 

low-control condition (M = 7.35, SD = 1.59) experienced significantly stronger difficulties to 

control their emotions in the recalled situations compared to those in the high-control condition 

(M = 3.50, SD = 1.77), t(208) = 16.60, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 2.29, 95% CId [1.94, 2.64]. 

Control ascriptions. As expected, participants in the low-control condition (M = 6.00, 

SD = 1.60) ascribed less control to targets over their mental states compared to participants in the 

high-control condition (M = 6.54, SD = 1.54), t(208) = -2.48, p = .014, d = -0.34, 95% CId [-0.07, 

-0.61].  
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Complementing studies 3a and 3b, these results provide experimental evidence for the 

idea that the experience of having (versus lacking) control over one’s own mental states (i.e., 

emotions) can impact ascriptions of voluntary control to others over their mental states. Closely 

following Study 2b, the present study focused on capacity of choice and intentionality as central 

aspects of control (e.g., Monroe et al., 2014). These results emerged across a diverse set of 

immoral mental states, including mental states differing from one’s own (emotional) 

experiences.  

In the SOM (p. 12), we further report a meta-analysis across Study 4a and four additional 

experimental studies using different manipulations of self-related control perceptions over 

mental states. Despite mixed results across individual studies, this meta-analysis revealed a small 

significant experimental effect of perceiving oneself as capable of controlling one’s own mental 

states on control ascriptions to targets over their immoral mental states.  

Study 4b 

Complementing the results of Study 4a within a causal-chain framework, Study 4b was 

designed to test the impact of others’ voluntary control over their mental states on moralization. 

Such a finding would provide complementary experimental evidence in support of our findings 

from correlational Studies 1a-2b. While a vast body of research documents that controllable 

immoral actions are condemned more harshly and provoke greater punishment and blame (e.g., 

Cushman, 2008), to our knowledge, no research thus far has specifically manipulated the degree 

to which people perceive social targets to have control over their mental states. With respect to 

the moralization of mental states, prior research has provided correlational, but not experimental, 

evidence for the role of control ascriptions (Cohen & Rozin, 2001; Cusimano & Goodwin, 

2019). Therefore, once again drawing on research on free-will beliefs and moral judgment of 



SELF-CONTROL AND MORALIZATION OF MENTAL STATES  

 

41 
 

 

behavior (Monroe et al., 2017), Study 4b manipulated perceptions of targets’ control over their 

mental states and subsequently assessed moralization. We predicted that immoral mental states 

over which targets have only low (vs. high) control would be moralized less strongly. 

 Method 

Participants and design. We recruited 211 U.S. American participants on MTurk for a 

survey on situation perception. They received $0.35 as compensation. Twelve participants were 

excluded because they indicated having answered randomly or purposely wrong (7 individuals), 

indicated they had participated multiple times in the survey (8 individuals), or because they 

failed an attention check (5 individuals; multiple exclusion criteria possible), resulting in a final 

N = 199 (108 female, 91 male, Mage = 36.47, SDage = 12.00).  

In a within-subject design, all participants saw a total of six scenarios describing a target 

having an immoral mental state. All scenarios existed in a high-control version (i.e., description 

of target’s control over their mental state as high in 2/6 scenarios; otherwise no explicit mention 

of control4) and in a low-control version (i.e., description of target’s control over their mental 

state as impaired in 6/6 scenarios). Each participant saw three of these six scenarios in their high-

control and three scenarios in their low-control version in an alternating order (within-subject 

control manipulation). While all participants saw all six scenarios in the identical fixed order, 

they were randomly assigned to two different versions of the stimulus set: One set started with 

the high-control version of the first scenario (surgery scenario) and ended with the low-control 

version of the sixth scenario (affair scenario; see Appendix H). The second set started with the 

low-control version of the first scenario and ended with the high-control version of the sixth 

 
4 Prior research indicates that people ascribe some degree of control to others over their actions by default (Vohs & 

Schooler, 2008), and at least some control over their mental states (Cusimano & Goodwin, 2019), such that 

“baseline” control corresponds to high control for the purpose of the present study. 
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scenario. 

Procedure and materials. The high-control versions were mostly identical or highly 

similar to the scenarios from Study 4a, plus one additional novel scenario (firewood scenario; see 

Appendix H). In the low-control versions, targets had reduced control over their mental states for 

various reasons, for instance due to physical or mental disorders (for a similar procedure, see 

Monroe et al., 2017). For example, in the high-control version of the “surgery scenario” (see 

Study 4a), participants read that “during his stay in the hospital, which he does not like, Brian 

has thoughts about harming other people, such as the nurses and doctors. Brian actively produces 

these thoughts, and he could suppress them, if he wanted.” In contrast, in the low-control 

version, participants read that rather than a leg surgery, the target “recently had brain surgery that 

required removing some healthy brain tissue to prevent an inflammation. As a result, his thought 

control is impaired. During his stay in the hospital, which he does not like, Brain has intrusive 

thoughts about harming other people, such as the nurses and doctors. These thoughts sometimes 

simply pop into his head, and due to his condition, he can’t do anything to supress them.” For 

each scenario, participants completed two moralization items. These assessed moral judgment of 

the mental state (e.g., “It is morally wrong for Brian to think about harming other people.”) and 

moral blame (e.g., “Brian deserves blame for thinking about harming other people.”) on seven-

point scales (1 = completely disagree, 7 = completely agree). For each scenario version, the two 

items were collapsed to form two separate indices of moralization across high-control (stimulus 

set 1: α = .81 across scenarios 1, 3, 5; stimulus set 2: α = .84 across scenarios 2, 4, 6) and low-

control (stimulus set 1: α = .74 across scenarios 2, 4, 6; stimulus set 2: α = .69 across scenarios 1, 

3, 5) scenarios. Subsequently, participants again completed an attention-check item asking them 

to select a certain number on a scale and demographic questions. 
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Results and Discussion 

Pretest of the manipulation. We conducted a separate pretest to confirm that targets 

were indeed perceived as having different degrees of control over their mental states in the two 

scenario versions. For financial reasons, the pretest was appended to an unrelated study. In a 

between-subjects design, 317 adults (176 females, 141 males, Mage = 34.14, SDage = 9.65) 

recruited on MTurk saw the six scenarios from the main study either in the high- or the low-

control versions (fixed random order). Following each scenario, they completed the two control 

ascriptions items from Study 4a (1 = completely disagree, 9 = completely agree). Responses 

were collapsed across items and scenarios to form an index of control ascriptions (α = .89, M = 

5.46, SD = 2.00). Validating the manipulation, a t-test for independent samples revealed that 

participants who saw the low-control versions of the scenarios (M = 4.16, SD = 1.52) ascribed 

lower control to the targets than did participants who saw the high-control versions (M = 6.74, 

SD = 1.54), t(315) = -14.98, p < .001, d = -1.68, 95% CId [-1.94, -1.43].  

Moralization. We conducted a t-test for dependent samples on the two moralization 

scores. As predicted, mental states were moralized less in the case of targets’ low (M = 3.37, SD 

= 1.43) compared to high (M = 4.46, SD = 1.57) control, t(198) = -10.16, p < .001, dz = -0.72 

95% CIdz [-0.88, -0.56]. Participants thus perceived less moral wrongness and blameworthiness 

when targets had impaired control over their immoral mental states, across different degrees and 

sources of impairment.  

General Discussion 

The present research investigated individual differences in the moralization of other 

people’s mental states. Our findings suggest that moral reactions to others’ mental states are 

shaped by perceivers’ dispositional ability for self-control. Following a regression-based 
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approach, four studies established that TSC predicts the moralization of others’ mental states, 

that is, moral judgments of immoral thoughts, inferences about targets’ moral character, and 

blame ascriptions. Studies 1a and 1b found a predictive effect of TSC on the moralization of 

fantasies about a realistic (Study 1a) or unrealistic (Study 1b) extramarital affair. They further 

provided initial evidence that this effect was mediated by increased ascriptions of control over 

mental states to the target. This mediational model remained robust when including additional 

variables such as perceived likelihood of the target to engage in the immoral behavior (Study 1a) 

or condemnation of the immoral act (Studies 1b and 2a). Studies 2a and 2b extended these 

findings to a different domain, featuring a scenario wherein it was impossible for the target to act 

upon his thoughts, and a more elaborated measure of control ascriptions based on free-will 

beliefs research (Study 2b).  

Using two additional sets of stimulus materials (comprising a total of 12 different 

scenarios), Studies 3a-4b more closely examined why individuals high in TSC exhibit 

heightened control ascriptions, focusing on perceived control over one’s own mental states. 

Employing a self-report scale of emotion-regulation ability, Study 3a suggests that high TSC 

people ascribe control to others in part because they perceive themselves as capable of changing 

their feelings via reappraisal. Providing further evidence for the role of self-related control 

perceptions, Study 3b found that the tendency to engage in spontaneous, non-deliberate (vs. 

deliberate) mind-wandering (i.e., perceiving one’s thoughts as uncontrollable) negatively 

predicted ascriptions of control to others over their immoral mental states. Finally, 

complementing these correlational findings, Studies 4a and 4b followed a causal-chain approach 

to mediation, providing experimental evidence for our hypotheses: Individuals induced to 

perceive difficulties (vs. ease) to control their own mental states (i.e., emotions) ascribed targets 
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less control over their diverse immoral mental states (Study 4a). Extending previous and the 

present correlational studies, Study 4b found that targets’ low (vs. high) control over their mental 

states, in turn, attenuated moralization.  

Limitations. The present research employed a large range of realistic stimulus materials. 

However, the employed scenarios did not systematically differentiate between mental states, and 

some conflated targets’ affective states, attitudes, desires, and mental imagery (cf. Cusimano & 

Goodwin, 2019; Guglielmo & Malle, 2019). Moreover, fictitiousness has been found to exert a 

stronger attenuating impact on moral judgments of harm compared to those of purity violations 

(Sabo & Giner-Sorolla, 2017). As the present scenarios largely focused on desired and imagined 

harm, future research should thus investigate whether the present findings generalize to other 

moral foundations (Graham et al., 2013). Speculatively, as intent was found to particularly 

matter to observers when it comes to harm, the present results may be particularly relevant for 

harm-related or other-directed transgressions (Chakroff et al., 2015; Young & Saxe, 2011; see 

also Young & Tsoi, 2013; but see Kupfer et al., 2020). In a similar vein, the present research 

exclusively focused on proscriptive (vs. prescriptive) morality. In a recent study (Cusimano & 

Goodwin, 2019, Study 6), judgments of targets’ intentionality and the ability to stop their 

positive mental states predicted responsibility ascriptions and/or character inferences. Hence, 

further research should examine whether the effects of TSC via control ascriptions extend to 

praiseworthy thoughts. Given the intercultural variation in the degree to which intentions matter 

for moral judgment (Barrett et al., 2016), intercultural replications are furthermore desirable. On 

a related note, the present studies did not differentiate between different aspects of control (e.g., 

capacity of choice; intentionality), in line with prior theoretical conceptualizations and empirical 

findings of these as closely interrelated (e.g., Cusimano & Goodwin, 2019). Rather, they yielded 
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consistent results across different operationalizations of ascribed control.  

Notably, similar to other work investigating correlates of TSC, the present study designs 

are mostly correlational in nature, and rely on a single—but validated and widely used—self-

report scale (Tangney et al., 2004). Yet, results appear robust across diverse stimulus materials 

and populations. The present studies furthermore ruled out potential confounds (e.g., behavior 

condemnation; behavior likelihood) and integrated validated measures of theoretically relevant 

variables (i.e., emotion regulation; mind-wandering) in our models. The differential effects for 

theoretically more (vs. less, i.e., expressive suppression, deliberate mind-wandering; Studies 3a-

3b) relevant facets of the investigated constructs enhances confidence in the validity of our 

interpretations, rendering it implausible that the present effects should be attributable to general 

response biases, or consistent or socially desirable responding.  

We also sought complementary experimental evidence for our model. Study 4a is 

suggestive of an experimental effect of self-related control perceptions on control ascriptions to 

others. However, it appears difficult to manipulate people’s overall sense of “mental control” in a 

subtle manner while finding evidence for the predicted experimental effect (see SOM). More 

blatant manipulations such as the one used in Study 4a may, however, be susceptible to demand 

effects—even though the diversity of scenarios and mental states involved in our experimental 

studies likely obscured the study objective to participants. In Study 4b, the manipulation of 

reduced target control may likewise appear relatively blatant in some of the scenarios. However, 

this is to our knowledge the first study to experimentally investigate the effect of control 

ascriptions on moral judgments of mental states. For this reason, we opted for a relatively strong 

manipulation, which matches stimulus materials used in prior work on behavior judgments (e.g., 

Martin & Cushman, 2016; Monroe et al., 2017).  
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Theoretical Contributions  

Contributions to research on moral judgment. A large body of evidence supports a 

person-centered view on moral judgment––the notion that moral judgments track information 

about a person’s character rather than merely (outcomes of) behavior (e.g., Pizarro & 

Tannenbaum, 2011; Uhlmann et al., 2015; Uhlmann et al., 2013). More generally, lay people 

tend to ascribe a special quality to the mind and distinguish it from observable features of the 

environment including overt behavior (Burgmer & Forstmann, 2018; Forstmann & Burgmer, 

2015, 2017). Yet, only little research has directly investigated moral perceptions of purely mental 

states in absence of any manifest consequences or communicative intent (e.g., Cohen & Rozin, 

2001; Gromet et al., 2016; Sabo & Giner-Sorolla, 2017). The present studies indicate that 

people’s purely internal, “private” mental activities are nevertheless perceived as informative and 

diagnostic in and of themselves, and have detrimental consequences in terms of one’s (im)moral 

reputation.  

Moreover, only few studies thus far have addressed perceptions of voluntary control over 

mental states as an antecedent of moral reactions (Cohen & Rozin, 2001; Cusimano & Goodwin, 

2019). Using both existing and novel materials, the present research links this prior work with 

theoretically relevant interindividual differences, while considering behavior-related appraisals 

(e.g., likelihood perceptions; see also Cohen & Rozin, 2001). Critically, to our knowledge, the 

present research is the first to provide experimental evidence for an effect of control ascriptions 

on moralization of mental states. It thereby extends research demonstrating that agents’ control 

over their overt behavior affects moral judgments and blame and evokes more negative character 

judgments (Alicke, 2000; Monroe et al., 2017). The present studies thus underline that the 
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processes via which targets arrive at their mental states matter strongly to observers when 

making social judgments (see also Rom et al., 2017).  

Furthermore, the present findings suggest that egocentric projection may play a critical 

role in the moral judgment of mental states, and moral judgment more broadly. Moral wrongness 

and blameworthiness judgments are known to be affected by perceived outcomes such as the 

harm they caused or the assessment of whether a norm was violated (e.g., Cushman, 2008; 

Malle, 2020; Patil et al., 2017). However, they are also critically shaped by inferences about 

agents’ mental states such as their intentions or justifying reasons and by mental or physical 

preventability as aspects of control (e.g., Malle, 2020). In line with the idea that nonmoral and 

moral judgments rely on the same cognitive processes (Knobe, 2018), perceivers, who lack direct 

access to others’ minds, may thus rely on processes of mental-state inference which in turn 

partially draw on egocentric information (Birch & Bloom, 2007; Epley & Caruso, 2004; Epley et 

al., 2004; Van Boven & Loewenstein, 2003). Particularly moral judgments of mental states––as 

opposed to overt behavior––may be biased in this way, because outcome and harm assessments 

are less available or applicable and because control relates to mental processes. Notably, from a 

reputational perspective, it may be beneficial to take egocentric information into account by 

simulating oneself in the moral situation: In addition to corresponding to social norms shared 

within their community, people’s moral judgments should be calibrated to their own “moral 

performance” to avoid the negative impression of hypocrisy (Jordan et al., 2018). 

Finally, prior work has related interindividual differences to moral judgment (e.g., Bartels 

& Pizarro, 2011; Burgmer et al., 2019; Byrd & Conway, 2019; Conway et al., 2018; 

Gleichgerrcht & Young, 2013; Inbar et al., 2009; Koenigs et al., 2014; Koerner et al., 2020; 

Miller et al., 2014; Weiss et al., 2018). Much of this work, however, has focused on “classic” 
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moral dilemma decisions and individual differences in affective reactions to them. With TSC, the 

present studies address an important and impactful, but previously neglected interindividual 

difference variable in relation to moral cognition, more broadly. They furthermore shed light on 

the processes involved by including validated measures of people’s self-perceived (mental) 

control, bridging literatures as diverse as self-control, metacognition, egocentric projection, and 

moral judgment.  

Contributions to self-control research. Our findings with regard to mediators of the 

observed effect support the previously proposed relationship between self-control and an 

enhanced belief in free will (Baumeister, 2008; Baumeister & Brewer, 2012). Moreover, the 

present research provides novel insights into the interplay between self-control and morality—

two domains that have been treated separately by and large despite their obvious connection (see 

Baumeister & Alghamdi, 2015; Hofmann et al., 2018). To our knowledge, the present studies 

provide the first empirical evidence that high TSC individuals do not only behave more in line 

with moral norms (e.g., de Ridder et al., 2012), but that they also hold others to stricter moral 

standards than low TSC individuals—when judging their mental states, and also their behavior 

(see Studies 1b-2a; Study 2c, SOM). While one might have expected high TSC individuals to 

have lower expectations of others’ morality in light of their own “superior morality,” the current 

findings are more in line with a self-projection account. The present studies thereby show how 

people’s own self-control ability may not only shape performance or self-perception, but also 

social perception. Moreover, whereas a wealth of research has documented and emphasized the 

positive intraindividual and social effects of high self-control, there is only very little research on 

potential detrimental consequences of self-control, for example on some aspects of interpersonal 

relationships (but see Koval et al., 2015). 
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Beyond its relation to moral judgment, the present results also contribute to our 

theoretical understanding of TSC and what distinguishes people with high (vs. low) TSC (e.g., 

Baumeister et al., 2019; Saunders et al., 2018). Under a conceptualization of self-control as 

primarily behavioral inhibition, one may alternatively have expected high-TSC individuals to 

focus on people’s overt behavior, and simply not care about immoral mental states. In contrast, 

our findings underscore that TSC includes the regulation of inner states (Tangney et al., 2004). 

They thereby buttress recent findings and theorizing on the complex processes underlying high 

TSC individuals’ achievements (e.g., Duckworth et al., 2016; Fujita, 2011; Gillebaart & de 

Ridder, 2015; Hofmann et al., 2012; Hofmann & Kotabe, 2012; Katzir et al., 2021; Nilsen et al., 

2020).  

Open Questions and Implications 

The present research bears a number of open questions and noteworthy implications. 

First, despite consistent support for the role of control ascriptions, additional variables may play 

a role in moralization and how it is shaped by self-control. However, evidence for the role of 

behavior condemnation, as one potential candidate, was inconsistent, and a thorough 

investigation is beyond the scope of the present research. In a similar vein, the present research 

did not investigate the impact of targets’ actual, ultimate behaviors. In prior studies, targets who 

behaved virtuously in overcoming a conflicting immoral desire were perceived particularly 

positively, at least by adults (Starmans & Bloom, 2016). The present studies extend these 

findings, underlining that when targets cannot or do not show any related behavior, their immoral 

mental states elicit harsh reactions—particularly in those who typically show restraint in 

behavior themselves. The perceived likelihood that a target will act upon their thoughts 

positively predicted moralization when included in two of our studies (Study 1a; Study 1c, SOM, 
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p. 5), complementing prior work on the effects of beliefs about a deterministic relationship 

between thoughts and behavior on behavior judgment (Plaks et al., 2009). Some recent work has 

emphasized the association between TSC and the effective use of strategies to avoid temptations 

in the first place rather than constantly fighting them (Ent et al., 2015; Fujita et al., 2018; 

Gillebaart & DeRidder, 2015; Hofmann et al., 2012; Imhoff et al., 2014). Nevertheless, 

likelihood perceptions of the target to pursue the tempting course of action emerged only as a 

secondary mediator of the effects of TSC or were negatively related to it in the present studies.  

Furthermore, the present studies did not examine whether individuals with high TSC hold 

their own inner life to the same strict moral standards as others’. Speaking to this notion, a 

previous study indicates that the degree to which people require themselves to effortfully control 

their inappropriate emotions is linked to self-reported anger at their emotional reactions 

(Mitmansgruber et al., 2009). Yet, more research is needed connecting self-perceptions of 

controllability with self-directed moralization, and potential implications for self-control 

efficiency (see also Hofmann et al., 2018).  

Lastly, the present research focused on social perception, which may nevertheless have 

behavioral implications. Moralizing another’s mental states may motivate people to avoid them 

(Uhlmann et al., 2016), or possibly otherwise express disapproval. Yet, when and how high TSC 

individuals openly express their harsher moral reactions remains an open question. As expressing 

blame or punishing others may entail negative consequences (e.g., Anderson et al., 2020; Voiklis 

& Malle, 2018), and people are often reluctant to punish (e.g., Xiao & Hauser, 2008), highly 

self-controlled individuals may contain themselves and not express their disapproval at all, or opt 

for rather subtle and socially accepted behavioral reactions such as gossiping or simply avoiding 

targets. Nevertheless, interindividual differences in the moralization of mental states certainly 
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bear potential for interpersonal conflict, especially when people are unaware of the impression 

they convey when disclosing their malevolent, but “harmless” thoughts and desires to others.  
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Appendix A 

 

Self-Control Scale (Tangney, Baumeister, & Boone, 2004; scale: 1 = not at all to 5 = very much)  

 

Instruction: Using the scale provided, please indicate how much each of the following 

statements reflects how you typically are.  

 

1. I am good at resisting temptation.  

2. I have a hard time breaking bad habits.  
3. I am lazy. 

4. I say inappropriate things. 

5. I never allow myself to lose control.  

6. I do certain things that are bad for me, if they are fun.  

7. People can count on me to keep on schedule.  

8. Getting up in the morning is hard for me.  

9. I have trouble saying no.  

10. I change my mind fairly often.  

11. I blurt out whatever is on my mind.  

12. People would describe me as impulsive.  

13. I refuse things that are bad for me.  

14. I spend too much money.  

15. I keep everything neat.  

16. I am self-indulgent at times.  
17. I wish I had more self-discipline.  

18. I am reliable. 

19. I get carried away by my feelings.  

20. I do many things on the spur of the moment.  

21. I don’t keep secrets very well.  

22. People would say that I have iron self- discipline.  

23. I have worked or studied all night at the last minute.  

24. I’m not easily discouraged.  

25. I’d be better off if I stopped to think before acting.  
26. I engage in healthy practices.  

27. I eat healthy foods.  

28. Pleasure and fun sometimes keep me from getting work done.  

29. I have trouble concentrating.  
30. I am able to work effectively toward long-term goals.  

31. Sometimes I can’t stop myself from doing something, even if I know it is wrong.  

32. I often act without thinking through all the alternatives.  

33. I lose my temper too easily.  

34. I often interrupt people.  

35. I sometimes drink or use drugs to excess.  

36. I am always on time. 
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Affair Scenario:  

 

Situation Description: Mr. B.  

Mr. B. is a 2005 graduate of a University. He graduated with a 3.6 GPA with a BA in English 

and a minor in Communications. Since graduation, Mr. B. has worked at an entry-level job in a 

marketing firm. Mr. B. married his University sweetheart six months after they both had their 

graduation from University. Mr. B. and his wife do not have any children.  

One of Mr. B.'s colleagues at work is a very attractive woman. This woman sometimes flirts with 

Mr. B. and they both know that she would be willing to have a sexual affair with him. 

Sometimes, Mr. B. consciously entertains thoughts about having a sexual affair with his 

colleague, thinking about where they would have an affair and what it would be like to have an 

affair with her.  

Moralization items: 

• How does it affect your judgment of Mr. B.'s character to know that Mr. B. consciously 

entertains thoughts about having a sexual affair with his colleague? (1 = very negatively, 

7 = very positively) 

• My gut reaction is that Mr. B.'s consciously entertaining thoughts about having a sexual 

affair with his colleague is wrong. (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) 

• Even if Mr. B. does not have a sexual affair with his colleague, he will probably be a bad 

person in other ways. (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) 

 

Likelihood item (scale: 1 = very unlikely, 7 = very likely):  

• How likely do you think Mr. B. is to have a sexual affair with his colleague?   

Control ascriptions item (scale: 1 = completely involuntary, 7 = completely voluntary):  

• How much control do you think Mr. B. has over his consciously entertaining thoughts 

about having a sexual affair with his colleague? In other words, are his thoughts 

involuntary, or do they result from voluntary effort? 

General moralization of mental states items (scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree): 

• A feature of immoral people is that they consciously entertain thoughts about doing 

immoral things.  

• Being a moral person is more a matter of what is in your heart rather than what you do.  

• The thoughts that a person consciously entertains are an important part of a person's 

character.  

• Consciously entertaining thoughts about doing something immoral is as bad as doing it.  
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Appendix B 

 

Affair Scenario:  

Situation Description: Mr. B.  

Mr. B. is a 2005 graduate of a University. He graduated with a 3.6 GPA with a BA in English 

and a minor in Communications. Since graduation, Mr. B. has worked at an entry-level job in a 

marketing firm. Mr. B. married his University sweetheart six months after they both had their 

graduation from University. Mr. B. and his wife do not have any children.  

Mr. B. has never cheated on his wife by having an affair with someone else. For years, Mr. B. 

has followed the career of the actress Natalie Portman with great interest, and he has always 

found her to be extremely attractive. Although Mr. B. knows that he will never meet Natalie 

Portman, he often fantasizes about her. At on average four times a week for on average 10 

minutes, Mr. B. consciously entertains thoughts about having a sexual affair with Natalie 

Portman, thinking about where they would have an affair and what it would be like to have an 

affair with her.  

Moralization items (scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree): 

• It is perfectly normal for Mr. B. to fantasize about having an affair with Natalie 

Portman.   

• How does it affect your judgment of Mr. B.'s character to know that Mr. B. consciously 

entertains thoughts about having a sexual affair with Natalie Portman?  

• My gut reaction is that Mr. B.'s consciously entertaining thoughts about having a sexual 

affair with Natalie Portman is wrong.  

• Mr. B. is a bad person.  

• Thinking about having an affair with a person you will never meet is harmless.   
 

Control ascriptions item (scale: 1 = completely involuntary, 7 = completely voluntary):  

• How much control do you think Mr. B. has over his consciously entertaining thoughts 

about having a sexual affair with Natalie Portman? In other words, are his thoughts 

involuntary, or do they result from voluntary effort?  

 

General moralization item (scale: 1 = completely involuntary, 7 = completely voluntary):  

• Consciously entertaining thoughts about doing something immoral is as bad as doing it.  

 

Behavior condemnation item (scale: 1 = very negatively, 7 = very positively): 

 

• How would it affect your judgment of a person's character to know that they actually did 

have a sexual affair? 
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Brief Self-Control Scale (Tangney, Baumeister, & Boone, 2004; scale: 1 = not at all, 5 = very 

much):  

1. I am good at resisting temptation.  

2. I have a hard time breaking bad habits.  
3. I am lazy. 

4. I say inappropriate things. 

5. I do certain things that are bad for me, if they are fun.  

6. I refuse things that are bad for me.  

7. I wish I had more self-discipline.  

8. People would say that I have iron self-discipline.  

9. Pleasure and fun sometimes keep me from getting work done.  

10. I have trouble concentrating.  
11. I am able to work effectively toward long-term goals.  

12. Sometimes I can’t stop myself from doing something, even if I know it is wrong.  

13. I often act without thinking through all the alternatives.  
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Appendix C  

 

 

 

Scientists Scenario:  

Situation Description: 

Christopher and Alan are biology scientists at a university. They investigate in the same domain, 

a stem of non-hazardous tropical bacteria, and are at about the same career level. Christopher 

does not like Alan, and resents him his recent successes.  

Even though Christopher does not have access to the laboratory where Alan works, because the 

two belong to different departments, Christopher sometimes fantasizes about destroying all of 

the special experimental cultures in Alan’s lab. He takes pleasure in thinking how Alan would 

have to create all cell cultures anew in cumbersome evening hours.  

 

Moralization items (scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree): 

• It is morally wrong for Christopher to fantasize about destroying Alan’s experimental 

cultures.  

• It is perfectly okay for Christopher to fantasize about destroying Alan's experimental 

cultures.  

• My gut reaction is that Christopher’s fantasizing about destroying Alan’s experimental 

cultures is wrong.  

• Christopher is an immoral person.  

• Christopher has bad character.  

• Deep down, Christopher is good-natured.  

Control ascriptions items (scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree): 

• Christopher's entertaining thoughts about destroying Alan's experimental cultures is 

completely involuntary.  

• Christopher's fantasies about destroying Alan's experimental cultures result from 

voluntary effort.  

Behavior condemnation items (scale: 1 = extremely immoral/very negatively, 7 = very moral, 

extremely positively): 

 

• What would you think if Christopher by accident had access to Alan's office and 

destroyed Alan's experimental cultures?  

• What would you think if Christopher did something else to harm Alan's work?  

• How would it affect your judgment of a person's character to know that he/she actually 

sabotaged a colleague's work out of dislike and resentment?  



SELF-CONTROL AND MORALIZATION OF MENTAL STATES  

 

75 
 

 

Appendix D 

 

Control ascriptions items (scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Items were preceded 

by the Scientists Scenario and followed by the moralization items from Study 2a (see 

APPENDIX C):  

 

• Christopher freely chooses to fantasize about destroying Alan’s experimental cultures.  

• Christopher’s thoughts about destroying Alan’s experimental cultures are intentional.  

• Christopher could prevent his fantasies about destroying Alan’s experimental cultures, if 

he wanted.  

• Christopher is capable of choosing his thoughts about destroying Alan's experimental 

cultures.  

• Christopher experiences a compelling urge to think about destroying Alan’s experimental 

cultures.  

• Christopher wants to fantasize about destroying Alan's experimental cultures.  

  



SELF-CONTROL AND MORALIZATION OF MENTAL STATES  

 

76 
 

 

Appendix E  

 

Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (Gross & John, 2003; scale: 1 = not true at all, 7 = 

completely true) 

 

• When I want to feel more positive emotion (such as joy or amusement), I change what I’m 

thinking about. (R) 

• I keep my emotions to myself. (S) 

• When I want to feel less negative emotion (such as sadness or anger), I change what I’m 

thinking about. (R) 

• When I am feeling positive emotions, I am careful not to express them. (S) 

• When I’m faced with a stressful situation, I make myself think about it in a way that helps 

me stay calm. (R) 

• I control my emotions by not expressing them. (S) 

• When I want to feel more positive emotion, I change the way I’m thinking about the 

situation. (R) 

• I control my emotions by changing the way I think about the situation I’m in. (R) 

• When I am feeling negative emotions, I make sure not to express them. (S) 

• When I want to feel less negative emotion, I change the way I’m thinking about the situation. 

(R) 

 

(R = reappraisal factor; S = suppression factor; German translation by Abler & Kessler, 2009)  

 

 

 

 

 

Scenarios (scale: 1 = not at all, 7 = completely; English translation; for German version, please 

see https://osf.io/2tp5j/?view_only=19f72ff695fc4f66ab394a6c484244ea) 

 

Romantic Rival Scenario 

 

1. A couple of months after their breakup, Richard’s ex girlfriend already found a new boyfriend 

at the gym. Richard is jealous and furious at him.   

 

• Richard could control his fury and jealousy of the new partner, if he wanted to.   

 

 

Study Scenario 

 

2. Pascal, who did not apply for the same Master’s program, is very envious of Max, who was 

admitted to a Master’s program at a prestigious university. He imagines Max failing his studies.  

 

• Pascal could change his being envious of Max, if he wanted to.  
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Host Scenario 

 

3. Sarah is invited to a party. She does not want to go to this party because she may run into a 

colleague whom she does not like very much. Shortly before the party, she learns that the host 

has fallen sick. Sarah hopes that the host’s illness will worsen so that she does not have to 

actively cancel her attendance or actually go to the party.  

 

• Sarah could change her hoping that the host’s illness would worsen, if she wanted to.   

 

 

Grade Scenario 

 

4. Elena received a poor grade for an exam for which she did not study very hard. Now Elena is 

mad at the lecturer who created the exam and blames her for her poor grade. 

 

• Elena could change her being angry at the lecturer, if she wanted to. 

 

 

Cat Scenario 

 

5. Jens’s flat mate’s cat often dirties up their common living room, and Jens is very annoyed by 

this. Over the past weeks, the cat seemed to not do so well. When his flat mate takes the cat to 

the vet one day, Jens imagines what it would be like if the cat died and did not live in the flat any 

more. 

 

• Jens could change his imagination about his flat mate’s cat dying, if he wanted to. 

 

 

Breakup Scenario 

 

6. Christina learns that a fellow student was left by her boyfriend and that she is very sad now. 

Christina, who does not like this fellow student, is happy about that. 

 

• Christina could change her being happy about her fellow student having been left by 

her boyfriend, if she wanted to.  
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Appendix F 

 

Mind-Wandering Questionnaire (adapted from Schubert et al., 2020; scale: 1 = almost never/do 

not agree, 7 = almost always/completely agree; English translation; for German items, please see 

https://osf.io/2tp5j/?view_only=19f72ff695fc4f66ab394a6c484244ea)  

 

• I have difficulty maintaining focus on simple or repetitive tasks. (MWQ) 

• While reading, I find I haven’t been thinking about the text and must therefore read it again. 

(MWQ) 

• I do things without paying full attention. (MWQ) 

• I find myself listening with one ear, thinking about something else at the same time. (MWQ) 

• I mind-wander during lectures. (adapted from MWQ) 

• I allow my thoughts to wander on purpose. (MW-D) 

• I enjoy mind-wandering. (MW-D) 

• I find mind-wandering is a good way to cope with boredom. (MW-D) 

• I allow myself to get absorbed in pleasant fantasy. (MW-D) 

• I find my thoughts wandering spontaneously. (MW-S) 

• When I mind-wander my thoughts tend to be pulled from topic to topic. (MW-S) 

• It feels like I don’t have control over when my mind wanders. (MW-S) 

• I mind wander even when I’m supposed to be doing something else. (MW-S) 
 

 

MWQ: Mind-Wandering Questionnaire, Mrazek et al., 2013 

MW-S: Mind-Wandering Spontaneous Subscale, Carriere et al., 2013 

MW-D: Mind-Wandering Deliberate Subscale, Carriere et al., 2013  
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Appendix G 

 

Below, stimulus materials of Study 2a are listed. Manipulation check items were presented 

identically in both conditions.   

High-control condition  

Autobiographical Experiences: Emotional Control  

Please recall two situations from your own life when you found it easy to control your emotions. 

By that, we mean a situation where you feel that you sucessfully managed, changed, or 

controlled your emotions.  

You might recall a situation when you managed to not get carried away by your emotions. 

Similarly, you might recall a time when you had no or not much trouble distracting yourself from 

or changing your feelings about, and your emotional reactions to a situation.  

Please recall these situations in as much detail as possible, and describe each of them in a few 

sentences. How did you feel? In what matter did you manage to control or change your 

emotions?  

 

Low-control condition 

Autobiographical Experiences: Emotional Control  

Please recall two situations from your own life when you found it difficult to control your 

emotions. By that, we mean a situation where you feel that you did not, or experienced 

difficulties, to sucessfully manage, change, or controll your emotions.  

You might recall a situation when you got carried away by your emotions. Similarly, you might 

recall a time when you had trouble distracting yourself from or changing your feelings about, and 

your emotional reactions to a situation.  

Please recall these situations in as much detail as possible, and describe each of them in a few 

sentences. How did you feel? In what matter did you find it difficult to control or change your 

emotions?  

 

Please answer the below questions about the situations you just described: During the situations I 

recalled, ...  

• ... I had little control over my emotions.  

• ... I experienced difficulties to manage my emotional reactions.  

• ... I got carried away by my emotions. 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(scales: 1 = not at all, 9 = very much)  

 

Scenarios (scales for all scenario items: 1 = completely disagree, 9 = completely agree; Scenario 

names (i.e., the headings) were not presented to participants.)  

 

Surgery Scenario 

Brian is a 34­year old man who recently had a leg surgery that required removing some healthy 

leg tissue to prevent an inflammation. During his stay in the hospital, which he does not like, 

Brian has thoughts about harming other people, such as the nurses and doctors.  

• Brian is fully capable of choosing his thoughts about harming the hospital personnel.  

• Brian’s thoughts about harming other people are intentional.  

 

Scientists Scenario 

Christopher and Alan are biology scientists at a university. They investigate in the same domain, 

a stem of non­hazardous tropical bacteria, and are at about the same career level. Christopher 

does not like Alan, and resents him his recent successes.  

One day, while he is in the office and has nothing to do, Christopher imagines destroying all of 

Alan’s experimental cultures.  

• Christopher is fully capable of choosing his thoughts about destroying Alan's 

experimental cultures.  

• Christopher's thinking of destroying Alan's experimental cultures is intentional.  

 

Jealousy Scenario 

Gina and her husband Steve have been married for a couple of years. A few months ago, Mike 

moved next door in their small neighborhood. Gina and Steve both like Mike and become friends 

with him. However, after a while, Gina becomes annoyed by Mike’s presence.  

When Steve and Mike hang out, Gina sometimes becomes extremely jealous, and she wishes that 

Mike would move away again. She wishes he would lose his job, so that he won’t be able to 

afford his house any longer.  

• Gina is fully capable of choosing her wishing that Mike should lose his job.  

• Gina's wishing that Mike would lose his job is intentional.  
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Thriller Scenario 

Erica is a journalist. She has recently joined a new team. One night after work, she goes to the 

movies to see a thriller with her boyfriend. In one scene, a central figure of this movie is severely 

beaten up, and Erica imagines it was her new boss, who is being beaten.  

• Erica is is fully capable of choosing her thoughts of her boss being beaten.  

• Erica’s imagining her boss being beaten is intentional.  

 

Affair Scenario 

John is a 42­year old man, who has been married to his high school sweetheart for many years. 

John sometimes fantasizes about having an affair with actress Natalie Portman.  

• John is fully capable of choosing his thoughts about having an affair with Natalie 

Portman.  

• John's fantasizing about an affair with Natalie Portman is intentional.  
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Appendix H 

 

Below, high-control versions and low-control versions of each scenario are listed. Items are 

listed only once, as these were identical for both versions. Scenario names (i.e., headings) were 

not presented to participants.   

Surgery Scenario – high-control version  

Brian is a 34­year old man who recently had a leg surgery that required removing some 

healthy leg tissue to prevent an inflammation. As a result, his motor control is impaired.  

During his stay in the hospital, which he does not like, Brian has thoughts about harming 

other people, such as the nurses and doctors. Brian actively produces these thoughts, and he 

could suppress them, if he wanted.  

Surgery Scenario – low-control version 

Brian is a 34­year old man who recently had brain surgery that required removing some 

healthy brain tissue to prevent an inflammation. As a result, his thought control is impaired.  

During his stay in the hospital, which he does not like, Brain has intrusive thoughts about 

harming other people, such as the nurses and doctors. These thoughts sometimes simply pop 

into his head, and due to his condition, he can’t do anything to supress them.  

• It is morally wrong for Brian to think about harming other people.  

• Brian deserves blame for thinking about harming other people.  

 

Thriller Scenario – high-control version 

Erica is a journalist. She has recently joined a new team. One night after work, she goes to 

the movies to see a thriller with her boyfriend.  

In one scene, a central figure of this movie is severely beaten up, and even though he does 

not resemble her boss at all, Erica imagines it was her new boss, who is being beaten.  

Thriller Scenario – low-control version 

Erica is a journalist. She has recently joined a new team. One night after work, she goes to 

the movies to see a thriller with her boyfriend.  

One central figure of this movie very strongly resembles her new boss. In one scene, this 

character is severely beaten up, and Erica imagines it was her new boss, who is being beaten.  

• It is morally wrong for Erica to imagine that her boss were the character in the movie 

who is beaten up.  
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• Erica deserves blame for imagining that her boss were the character in the movie who is 

beaten up.  

 

Jealousy Scenario – high-control version 

Gina and her husband Steve have been married for a couple of years. A few months ago, 

Mike moved next door in their small neighborhood. Gina and Steve both like Mike and 

become friends with him. However, after a while, Gina becomes annoyed by Mike’s 

presence.  

In situations when Steve and Mike hang out, Gina sometimes becomes extremely jealous, 

and she wishes that Mike would move away again. She wishes he would lose his job, so that 

he won’t be able to afford his house any longer.  

Jealousy scenario – low-control version 

Gina and her husband Steve have been married for a couple of years. A few months ago, 

Mike moved next door in their small neighborhood. Gina and Steve both like Mike and 

become friends with him. However, after a while, Gina becomes annoyed by Mike’s 

presence. Gina has a personality disorder. Patients with this this disorder are very dependent 

on close others, are often overwhelmed by their emotions, and have difficulties regulating 

them.  

In situations when Steve and Mike hang out, Gina sometimes becomes extremely jealous, 

and she wishes that Mike would move away again. She wishes he would lose his job, so that 

he won’t be able to afford his house any longer.  

• It is morally wrong for Gina to wish that Mike would lose his job.  

• Gina deserves blame for wishing that Mike would lose his job.  

 

Scientists Scenario – high-control version   

Christopher and Alan are biology scientists at a university. They investigate in the same 

domain, a stem of non­hazardous tropical bacteria, and are at about the same career level. 

Christopher does not like Alan, and resents him his recent successes.  

One day, while he is in the office and has nothing to do, Christopher imagines destroying all 

of Alan’s experimental cultures.  

Scientists Scenario – low-control version 

Christopher and Alan are biology scientists at a university. They investigate in the same 

domain, a stem of non­hazardous tropical bacteria, and are at about the same career level. 

Christopher does not like Alan, and resents him his recent successes.  
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One night, in his dreams, Christopher imagines destroying all of Alan’s experimental 

cultures.  

• It is morally wrong for Christopher to imagine destroying Alan’s experimental cultures.  

• Christopher deserves blame for imagining destroying Alan’s experimental cultures.  

 

Firewood Scenario – high-control version  

Aidan lives in a small town in a little house surrounded by other houses. Aidan is kind of a 

loner, and does not like to be around people much.  

When he walks around the house to fetch firewood, he often imagines setting his neighbor’s 

house on fire.  

Firewood Scenario – low-control version 

Aidan lives in a small town in a little house surrounded by other houses. Aidan is kind of a 

loner, and does not like to be around people much. Aidan has obsessive compulsive disorder. 

This means that he experiences compulsive thoughts that he cannot control.  

When he walks around the house to fetch firewood, he often imagines setting his neighbor’s 

house on fire.  

• It is morally wrong for Aidan to imagine he would set fire to his neighbor’s house.  

• Aidan deserves blame for imagining he would set fire to his neighbor’s house.  

 

Affair Scenario – high-control version 

John is a 42­year old man, who has been married to his high school sweetheart for many 

years. John sometimes fantasizes about having an affair with actress Natalie Portman.  

His fantasies are deliberate and intentional, and he could suppress them, if he tried.  

Affair Scenario – low-control version 

John is a 42­year old man, who has been married to his high school sweetheart for many 

years. John sometimes fantasizes about having an affair with actress Natalie Portman.  

These fantasies simply come into his mind, and he has no control over them.  

• It is morally wrong for John to fantasize about having an affair with Natalie Portman.  

• John deserves blame for fantasizing about having an affair with Natalie Portman.  
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Appendix I. Supplementary data 
 

 

Research data for this article can be accessed at:  

https://osf.io/2tp5j/?view_only=19f72ff695fc4f66ab394a6c484244ea  

 

 

 

 


