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Article

It is well understood that the more people are judged as hypo-
crites, the more negative the social sanctions they face 
(Bhatti et  al., 2013; Kougiannou & Wallis, 2020; Laurent 
et al., 2014). In the present research, we focus on a prominent 
and robust context previously shown to amplify this socially 
punitive judgment: when a person hypocritically contradicts 
a moral (vs. nonmoral) stance, what we label “the moral-
augmentation effect” (Kreps et  al., 2017; see also Alicke 
et  al., 2013; Effron et  al., 2018; Kreps & Monin, 2014). 
Within this context, we identify a novel explanation for why 
hypocrisy on moral versus nonmoral attitudes is perceived as 
especially hypocritical, and we use this understanding to 
offer a theoretical umbrella for predicting when other factors 
might heighten judgments of hypocrisy, too.

Hypocrisy Judgments

The Role of Morality

Hypocrisy has been defined differently by different scholars 
(Barden et al., 2005; Jordan et al., 2017; Laurent & Clark, 
2019; for a review, see Hale & Pillow, 2015); however, at its 
core, it involves a “misalignment” or inconsistency between 

a person’s initial stance on a topic and a subsequent attitude 
or behavior (Alicke et  al., 2013; Effron et  al., 2018). This 
could entail “saying one thing but doing another,” “doing 
one thing but saying another,” or any combination of these 
contradictions. In the present work—and in line with prior 
research (e.g., Effron et  al., 2018)—rather than examining 
what factors (or “ingredients”) transform a contradiction into 
“hypocrisy,” we focus on understanding what factors vary 
the degree of hypocrisy ascribed to someone once the ele-
ments of hypocrisy are present. Of most relevance, Kreps 
and colleagues (2017) found that “leaders” who contradicted 
a position they based on a sense of morality were seen as 
more hypocritical than when the position was based on prac-
ticality (see also, Alicke et  al., 2013; Effron et  al., 2018; 
Kreps & Monin, 2014). This phenomenon (aka, the 
moral-augmentation effect) was shown across 14 studies, a 
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variety of topics (e.g., capital punishment and sexualization 
in ads), and for both proattitudinal and counterattitudinal 
positions on the issue.

To explain this effect, Kreps and colleagues (2017) specu-
lated that moral- (vs. practical-) based hypocrisy conveys 
‘moral deceit’: People should be committed to their moral 
attitudes, and so hypocrisy in this instance is akin to violating 
a sacred promise. This morality-based explanation is consis-
tent with other research which has explained magnified 
hypocrisy judgments through a moral lens, such as undeserv-
edly claiming a virtuous status (Effron et al., 2018; O’Connor 
et al., 2020). Although we do not deny that moral accounts 
could be relevant for the moral-augmentation effect we are 
examining, we propose a simpler, nonmoral explanation for 
it—one in fact hinted at by Kreps and colleagues (2017). 
That is, within the idea of ‘moral deceit’ is the notion that 
perceivers simply expect morally based attitudes not to be 
contradicted. This potential lay belief, as we explain shortly, 
offers a different explanation for the phenomenon that does 
not rely on moral reasoning strategies. In turn, we can use 
this explanation to predict when attributions of hypocrisy 
will be higher or lower in other contexts, too.

An Attitude Strength Perspective

In better understanding the antecedents and consequences of 
social judgments, decades of research have developed an 
extensive literature on attitude strength (Petty & Krosnick, 
1995; see Luttrell & Sawicki, 2020, for a recent review). 
This work identifies how dimensions of one’s own attitude 
(e.g., its certainty and knowledge) predict the influence of 
that attitude on one’s judgments and behavior. For example, 
the more certain a person is in an attitude, the more likely 
that attitude is to persist over time and context (Rucker et al., 
2014). Although researchers have debated whether an atti-
tude’s moral basis represents another one of these strength 
dimensions (Philipp-Muller et al., 2020) or something more 
unique (e.g., Skitka et  al., 2005), considerable research 
shows that it can produce outcomes in line with those of 
other strength features. For example, like certainty, the more 
one’s attitude is based on a sense of morality, the more likely 
that attitude is to persist over time (e.g., Aramovich et  al., 
2012; Luttrell et al., 2016; Skitka & Morgan, 2014). Notably, 
dimensions of an attitude’s strength are orthogonal to the 
topic for which the attitude applies. For example, a person 
could hold a morally based attitude toward a normatively 
nonmoral topic (e.g., dislike ice cream because it is produced 
through animal labor). Or a person could hold a nonmorally 
based attitude toward a normatively moral topic (e.g., oppose 
capital punishment because of its cost-ineffectiveness). With 
regard to hypocrisy, we show how the perceived strength of 
the target’s attitude (irrespective of how the topic might be 
normatively perceived) can predict the magnitude of hypoc-
risy ascribed to the person.

Interestingly, although attitude strength research has 
extensively examined these dimensions as they pertain to an 
individual’s own attitude, there is little research on how peo-
ple perceive the strength of others’ attitudes (Teeny & Petty, 
2022). With regard to moral attitudes specifically, there was 
one perception we believed to be particularly relevant: infer-
ences about the attitude’s difficulty to change. In general, 
people generate inferences based on their own personal 
experiences (cf. Ross & Nisbett, 1991; Thibaut & Kelley, 
1959). So, if people typically find their own morally (vs. 
nonmorally) based attitudes are resistant to changing, they 
would likely infer that others’ moral attitudes are similarly 
resistant. This possibility coheres with speculation by Kreps 
and colleagues (2017) who suggested that people might pre-
scriptively expect others’ moral attitudes not to change. 
Because this notion plays a critical role in our later theoriz-
ing, we ran a brief pilot study to test this belief (n = 194; see 
the web appendix). In it, we provided participants with three 
very different scenarios, where across them, we found that 
targets described to hold an attitude based on morality (vs. 
practicality) were inferred to be more difficult to change (p 
= .003, d = 0.44). This finding then provided us with the 
base rationale to present a new theoretical explanation for the 
moral-augmentation effect in hypocrisy.

The Role of Surprise

To reiterate, the prevailing account for the moral-augmenta-
tion effect is that hypocrisy on moral (vs. nonmoral) attitudes 
conveys a unique and therefore particularly offensive form 
of deceit (Jordan et al., 2017; Kreps et al., 2017; O’Connor 
et al., 2020). However, based on the observation that people 
expect moral attitudes to be more persistent, we offer an 
alternative explanation: Hypocritical contradictions of mor-
ally (vs. nonmorally) based attitudes are particularly surpris-
ing, and these greater feelings of surprise amplify hypocrisy 
judgments.1

Surprise is a well-studied construct in both social and 
cognitive psychology for its potential to affect people’s judg-
ments and decision-making (Mellers et al., 1997; Reisenzein 
et  al., 2019). Surprise emerges from people’s inability to 
“make sense” of novel information, where the more difficult 
it is to integrate new information with an existing representa-
tion (or expectation), the more one is surprised (Foster & 
Keane, 2015; Maguire et al., 2011). Notably, surprise is con-
sidered a temporally primary psychological response, where 
multimethod approaches reveal that surprise interrupts ongo-
ing mental processes and thereby precedes related, value-
laden judgments (Noordewier et al., 2016). Because of this, 
surprise has been shown to have a variety of consequences for 
subsequent evaluations, where arguably its most noted influ-
ence has been in terms of amplifying evaluative extremity 
(aka, decision affect theory; Mellers et al., 1997). The more 
surprise one experiences (e.g., getting an unexpected “fail” on 
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an exam), the more extreme (e.g., disappointed) the conse-
quent reaction tends to be (e.g., Durso et al., 2021; Shepperd & 
McNulty, 2002). With hypocrisy, this suggests that greater sur-
prise at a target’s hypocritical contradiction should heighten 
hypocrisy judgments. Said differently, less surprising hypoc-
risy should result in lower judgments of it. Thus, because mor-
ally (vs. nonmorally) based attitudes are inferred to be more 
difficult to change, it should be harder for perceivers to men-
tally integrate a morally based, hypocritical contradiction. The 
resultant, greater surprise should then elicit greater percep-
tions of hypocrisy.

According to this logic, other nonmoral factors that also 
prompt greater surprise at a hypocritical contradiction should 
also lead to greater judgments of hypocrisy. For example, 
previous research suggests that people perceive others’ cer-
tain (vs. uncertain) attitudes as more difficult to change 
(Petrocelli et al., 2010).2 Consequently, should a target hypo-
critically contradict a certain (vs. uncertain) attitude, it 
should lead to more surprise and therefore greater judgments 
of hypocrisy. Indeed, past research has found that hypocrisy 
on broadly construed “strong” (vs. “weak”) attitudes is rated 
as more hypocritical (Laurent & Clark, 2019); however, no 
empirical explanation of this effect was provided—nor have 
hypocrisy judgments been linked explicitly to attitude cer-
tainty. Thus, in addition to testing our novel process for the 
moral-augmentation effect, we also test whether it can apply 
to other, nonmoral factors to both provide convergent valid-
ity for the explanation as well as expand its generalizability. 
In sum, we offer a new way of conceiving the moral-aug-
mentation effect in hypocrisy, which in turn offers a novel 
theoretical lens for both organizing other findings in the 
hypocrisy literature as well as predicting new contexts in 
which this social judgment should be magnified.

Research Overview

In Studies 1a and 1b, we provide initial evidence for the pro-
posed process behind the moral-augmentation effect through 
sequential mediation analyses on two separate topics. In 
Study 2, we use a nonmoral topic and a novel, nonmoral 
magnifier of hypocrisy (attitude certainty) to provide conver-
gent evidence for the role of surprise in enhancing hypocrisy 
judgments. Study 3 simultaneously manipulates the target’s 
attitude morality as well as certainty to highlight their similar 
effects and processes within a single experiment. Studies 4 
and 5 take a process-by-moderation approach (Spencer et al., 
2005) to show how reducing surprise at a hypocritical con-
tradiction—either through a dispositional trait of the target’s 
attitude or a situational context the target experienced—can 
blunt the moral-augmentation effect.

For the following studies, we report all materials, manipu-
lations, and measures in the web appendix. Two studies were 
preregistered (Studies 2 and 5), and all data can be found at 
this OSF link: https://osf.io/gszpw/?view_only=320daf9cfb5

64d8492b270cd77c956ba. No data were collected after 
reaching our target sample and all sample sizes were deter-
mined in advance. All exclusions are reported in the primary 
text for all studies, and sensitivity analyses are reported to 
indicate the minimum effect size that our samples had the 
power to detect.

Studies 1a and 1b: The Role of Surprise 
in the Moral-Augmentation Effect

In our first studies, we take two scenarios from past research 
(Kreps et  al., 2017) and manipulate whether the target 
expresses an attitude based on morality or practicality. We 
then measure the inferred difficulty to change the target’s 
attitude, the surprise elicited at their hypocrisy, and then the 
perceived degree of it. In Study 1b, we also collect judg-
ments about the target’s overall character following his 
hypocrisy. Specifically, we assess two specific character 
judgments from past hypocrisy research: the degree to which 
the target is “morally deceptive” and engages in “false sig-
naling.” We will ultimately control for these measures to 
determine the explanatory power of our proposed process in 
the moral-augmentation effect.

Participants and Design

Study 1a (capital punishment) received 205 MTurk partici-
pants, and Study 1b (sexualization in advertising) received 
211 MTurk participants through CloudResearch (as do all the 
following studies; Litman et al., 2017). Each study consisted 
of a two-cell (attitude basis: moral vs. practical) between-
subjects design. As criteria used throughout this research, we 
excluded participants who failed a simple attention check of 
recalling the focal topic in a free response box (Study 1a: 
moral, n = 12; practical, n = 11) or multiple choice (Study 
1b: moral, n = 3). Thus, our final samples entailed: Study 1a, 
n = 182 (Mage = 37.0; female = 52%) and Study 1b, n = 208 
(Mage = 41.2; female = 44%). A sensitivity analysis (two-
tailed, α = .05, power = 80%; G*Power; Faul et al., 2007) 
indicates we could detect a main effect difference of d = 
0.42 for Study 1a and d = 0.39 for Study 1b, both medium-
sized effects (Cohen, 1988).

Procedures

Study 1a.  Participants read a vignette about Cody, whose 
home state would be voting on whether to legalize capital 
punishment. Participants read one of the two vignettes 
describing Cody’s opposition to capital punishment as being 
based on moral reasons (e.g., “it’s immoral to execute a pris-
oner”) or practical reasons (e.g., “it’s too expensive to exe-
cute a prisoner”), adapted from Kreps et  al. (2017). 
Participants then reported the inferred difficulty to change 
the target’s attitude as well as perceptions of the target’s 

https://osf.io/gszpw/?view_only=320daf9cfb564d8492b270cd77c956ba
https://osf.io/gszpw/?view_only=320daf9cfb564d8492b270cd77c956ba
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moral bases. Following this, participants then read that Cody 
behaved hypocritically and voted in favor of the death pen-
alty. Participants then rated their surprise at Cody’s contra-
diction and the magnitude of his hypocrisy.

Study 1b.  In a similar paradigm, participants read a vignette 
about Mike, whose marketing team would be voting on 
whether to use sexualized advertisements. Here, Mike 
expressed opposition to using sexualized content for moral 
reasons (e.g., “using sexualized content to sell products 
seems morally wrong”) or practical reasons (e.g., “using 
sexualized content to sell products seems like it won’t make 
as much money”). In line with Study 1a, participants reported 
the inferred difficulty to change Mike’s stance as well as per-
ceptions of his attitude’s moral basis. Participants then 
learned that Mike was hypocritical on his initial position and 
voted in favor of using sexualized content. In addition to 
reporting their surprise at and degree of Mike’s hypocrisy, 
participants made character judgments about him in regard 
to his moral deceptiveness and false signaling.

Measures

In both studies, participants responded on similar scales (1 = 
Not at all, 11 = Completely). For the inferred difficulty to 
change the target’s attitude, participants responded to “How 
difficult do you think it would be to change [target’s] posi-
tion on the [topic]?.” The manipulation check, the target’s 
perceived moral basis, was captured with “To what extent do 
you think [target’s] position is based on his sense of 
morality?.”

After learning about the target’s hypocritical contradic-
tion, participants reported their surprise at the contradiction 
with “How surprised are you by [target’s] vote?.” In Study 
1a, the degree of hypocrisy was captured with two items 
adapted from prior research (Barden et al., 2005; Kreps et al., 
2017): “To what extent is [target] a hypocrite?” and “How 
hypocritical is [target]?.” Because these items were highly 
correlated (r = .96, p < .001), we only collected the latter 
item in Study 1b. Furthermore, in Study 1b, we also collected 
two items to account for character judgments, the target’s 
moral deceit (“To what extent did you feel Mike was ‘mor-
ally deceitful’ in this scenario?”) and false signaling (“To 
what extent did you feel like Mike was ‘falsely signaling’ his 
opinion on this topic when he was first speaking?”).

Results and Discussion

Study 1a.  The following analyses all come from a two-cell 
(moral vs. practical) analysis of variance (ANOVA). First, 
we confirm that our manipulation worked: The target in the 
moral (vs. practical) condition was perceived as more mor-
ally based in his stance, Mmoral = 9.90, SD = 1.46 vs. Mpractical 
= 4.03, SD = 3.05; F(1, 180) = 267.33, p < .001, 95% 
confidence interval (CI) = [5.16, 6.57]; d = 2.46. 

Replicating prior work (Kreps et al., 2017), hypocrisy on a 
morally (vs. practicality) based attitude was perceived as 
more hypocritical, Mmoral = 6.86, SD = 2.92 vs. Mpractical = 
5.87, SD = 2.99; F(1, 180) = 5.11, p = .025, 95% CI = 
[0.126, 1.86]; d = 0.34. In this research, the target described 
to hold a moral (vs. practical) attitude was indeed inferred as 
more difficult to change, Mmoral = 7.86, SD = 2.24 vs. Mpracti-

cal = 5.55, SD = 2.82; F(1, 180) = 37.15, p < .001, 95% CI 
= [1.56, 3.06]; d = 0.91, and elicited more surprise when 
contradicting his attitude, Mmoral = 8.03, SD = 2.78 vs. Mprac-

tical = 6.76, SD = 3.04; F(1, 180) = 8.75, p = .004, 95% CI 
= [0.426, 2.13]; d = 0.44.

Finally, we examined the plausibility of our theorized rela-
tionships, where targets with morally (vs. practicality) based 
attitudes are perceived as more hypocritical, and these height-
ened hypocrisy judgments are linked to inferences of greater 
difficulty to change and thereby increased surprise when 
change occurs. Using Model 6 of Hayes’ (2018) PROCESS 
macro, this indirect effect was significant (B = −.16, SE = 
.07; 95% CI = [−0.324, −0.033]; Figure 1, top panel).

Study 1b.  Conducting the same two-cell (moral vs. practical) 
ANOVA, we again found a successful manipulation: The 
moral (vs. practical) target’s attitude was perceived as more 
morally based, Mmoral = 9.75, SD = 1.51 vs. Mpractical = 5.56, 
SD = 3.30; F(1, 206) = 136.57, p < .001, 95% CI = [3.48, 
4.90]; d = 1.63. We also found that contradicting a morally 
(vs. practicality) based attitude was perceived as more hypo-
critical, Mmoral = 7.74, SD = 3.01 vs. Mpractical = 6.08, SD = 
3.05; F(1, 206) = 15.60, p < .001, 95% CI = [0.831, 2.49]; 
d = 0.55. Replicating the findings of Study 1a, the moral (vs. 
practical) target was inferred to be more difficult to change, 
Mmoral = 8.17, SD = 2.06 vs. Mpractical = 6.08, SD = 2.47; 
F(1, 206) = 43.35, p < .001, 95% CI = [1.46, 2.71]; d = 
0.92, and elicited greater surprise at the contradiction, Mmoral 
= 8.10, SD = 3.05 vs. Mpractical = 6.08, SD = 3.41; F(1, 206) 
= 20.06, p < .001, 95% CI = [1.13, 2.90]; d = 0.62. Consis-
tent with expectations from past work (Jordan et al., 2017; 
Kreps et al., 2017), we also found that targets with morally 
(vs. practicality) based attitudes were judged as more mor-
ally deceptive, Mmoral = 6.23, SD = 3.01 vs. Mpractical = 4.68, 
SD = 2.92; F(1, 206) = 14.15, p < .001, 95% CI = [0.736, 
2.36]; d = 0.52, and as engaging in greater false signaling, 
Mmoral = 6.85, SD = 2.97 vs. Mpractical = 5.60, SD = 3.27; 
F(1, 206) = 8.31, p = .004, 95% CI = [0.395, 2.10]; d = 
0.40.

Using Model 6 of Hayes’ (2018) PROCESS macro, we 
examined the same mediational pattern as in Study 1a (Figure 1, 
bottom panel). Again, we found a significant indirect effect 
(B = −.38, SE = .10; 95% CI = [−0.592, −0.216]). Moreover, 
when jointly controlling for perceptions of the target’s moral 
deceptiveness and false signaling, the indirect effect 
remained intact (B = −.07, SE = .03; 95% CI = [−0.166, 
−0.006]).3 Altogether, these results support our proposed 
process for the moral-augmentation effect. In the “General 
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Figure 1.  These Figures Represent the Sequential Mediation of Moral Basis to Hypocrisy in Study 1a (Top Panel) and Study 1b (Bottom 
Panel). Coefficients Displayed are Unstandardized Values.

Discussion” section, though, we further consider the poten-
tial role of character judgments in this phenomenon and in 
hypocrisy findings more broadly.

Study 2: Surprise and Hypocrisy in a 
Nonmoral Context

The next study further illustrates that perceived attitude 
changeability and surprise can enhance judgments of hypoc-
risy independent of any morality-based attributions. That is, 
if our proposed mechanism emerges when using a nonmoral 
predictor of attitude changeability (attitude certainty) and for 
an instance of hypocrisy with limited to no moral associa-
tions (contradicting one’s stance on what dessert to serve), it 
suggests our explanation for the moral-augmentation effect 
does not require any latent (i.e., unassessed) moral reasoning 
strategies. Furthermore, this study demonstrates how our 
current theorizing can be used to identify novel magnifiers of 
hypocrisy judgments, namely, expressions of certainty in 
one’s attitude.

Participants and Design

This study’s hypotheses, sample size, design, and analyses 
were all preregistered (https://aspredicted.org/CQH_SJK). 
Because this was a novel context, we prepared for a smaller 
effect size and recruited 300 participants (receiving 301), which 
provides .80 power (two-tailed, α = .05) to detect an effect size 
approximately 40% smaller (d = 0.33) than what was observed 

on our focal outcome, surprise, in our prior studies (weighted 
by sample, d = 0.54). Returning to MTurk, we excluded par-
ticipants based on the preregistered criteria of a topic attention 
check (uncertain: n = 4; certain: n = 3) for a final sample of 
294 (Mage = 38.48, SD = 10.88, 37.8% female) in a two-cell 
(attitude certainty: high vs. low) between-subjects design.

Procedure and Measures

The overall design of this study was similar to Studies 1a/1b; 
however, the topic for the target’s hypocrisy was very differ-
ent: a preference between ice cream flavors for a group party. 
Moreover, instead of varying the moral basis of the attitude, 
we varied whether the target publicly stated his initial prefer-
ence for chocolate (vs. vanilla) ice cream with high certainty 
(e.g., “chocolate is definitely better” and “I’m pretty confi-
dent on this”) or low certainty (e.g., “chocolate is maybe bet-
ter” and “I’m not that confident on this”).

After learning about the target’s ice cream preference for 
the group party, participants then reported the perceived cer-
tainty in the target’s attitude (“How certain do you think 
Cody is in his opinion?” 1 = Not at all, 11 = Completely) as 
well as the perceived difficulty to change his mind and the 
degree of morality underlying his opinion (on the same items 
as Study 1b). Next, participants learned of the target’s hypoc-
risy: He ultimately voted to serve vanilla (instead of choco-
late) ice cream at the party. Participants then reported their 
surprise at this outcome as well as how hypocritical they per-
ceived him to be on the same items as Study 1b.

https://aspredicted.org/CQH_SJK
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Results and Discussion

Conducting a two-cell ANOVA (high vs. low certainty) on 
the manipulation check, we found that the higher certainty 
target was indeed rated as more certain, Mhigh = 10.24, SD 
= 1.40 vs. Mlow = 4.53, SD = 2.92; F(1, 292) = 453.41, p 
< .001, 95% CI = [5.18, 6.24]; d = 2.49; however, the tar-
gets did not differ in their perceived moral basis, Mhigh = 
3.09, SD = 2.87 vs. Mlow = 2.86, SD = 2.76; F(1, 292) = 
0.49, p = .483, 95% CI = [−0.415, 0.877]; d = 0.082. The 
higher certainty target was rated as more difficult to change, 
though, Mhigh = 9.73, SD = 1.82 vs. Mlow = 4.34, SD = 
2.82; F(1, 292) = 377.73, p < .001, 95% CI = [4.85, 5.94]; 
d = 2.27, and he elicited more surprise when he did, Mhigh = 
9.68, SD = 2.72 vs. Mlow = 5.66, SD = 3.35; F(1, 292) = 
143.85, p < .001, 95% CI = [3.36, 4.68]; d = 1.32. In line 
with our theorizing, the target higher in certainty was also 
rated as more hypocritical, Mhigh = 8.11, SD = 3.21 vs. Mlow 
= 5.22, SD = 3.37; F(1, 292) = 56.60, p < .001, 95% CI = 
[2.13, 3.65]; d = 0.88. Notably, these mean ratings of 
hypocrisy are descriptively similar to what was observed in 
Studies 1a/1b, suggesting that any quality which enhances 
the perceived difficulty to change a target’s attitude (e.g., 
moral bases or high certainty) can enhance the surprise at 
one’s hypocrisy, thereby amplifying perceptions of it.

Next, we tested the same sequential mediation as in 
Studies 1a/1b (Hayes, 2018; model 6), where the effect of 
condition (high vs. low certainty) on the degree of hypocrisy 
judgments was sequentially mediated through the perceived 
difficulty to change the target’s attitude and the surprise elic-
ited at changing. Again, we found a significant indirect effect 
(B = .19, SE = .04; 95% CI = [0.107, 0.278]). Moreover, if 
we control for perceptions of the target’s morality, the indi-
rect effect does not change (B = .19, SE = .04; 95% CI = 
[0.109, 0.281]).

Study 3: The Joint Effect of Morality 
and Certainty on Hypocrisy

The prior study highlights how our nonmoral explanation for 
hypocrisy magnification can occur when moral attitudes are 
not involved, suggesting our surprise-based process is not 
facilitated through unassessed moral perceptions. To further 
support this point, we next manipulate both the target’s atti-
tude basis (moral vs. practical) and the target’s attitude cer-
tainty (high vs. low). If key to the moral-augmentation effect 
is the inferred strength of the attitude, contradicting an atti-
tude held with certainty (vs. uncertainty) should produce a 
similar increase in ratings of hypocrisy as contradicting a 
moral (vs. nonmoral) attitude (as observed descriptively in 
Studies 1 vs. 2). Thus, the certainty and morality inductions 
were each expected to result in main effects on hypocrisy 
judgments; however, an interaction was also feasible if high 
levels of these variables produced a ceiling effect on percep-
tions of change (and thus surprise).

Participants and Design

We received 402 MTurk participants for a 2 (attitude basis: 
moral vs. practical) × 2 (attitude certainty: certain vs. uncer-
tain) between-subjects design. In line with our earlier stud-
ies, we excluded those who failed a simple attention check of 
recalling the focal topic (moral-low certainty, n = 3; practi-
cal-high certainty, n = 1; moral-high certainty, n = 1) for a 
final sample of 397 (Mage = 38.3; female = 48%). Using the 
same criterion for the sensitivity analysis as our earlier stud-
ies (two-tailed, α = .05, power = 80%), this sample can 
detect the predicted main effect differences on surprise as 
small as d = 0.28.

Procedure and Measures

The procedure largely mirrored Study 1a, albeit with an addi-
tional manipulation of the target’s attitude certainty. That is, 
participants read one of four possible vignettes describing 
the target character’s attitude basis and certainty in their atti-
tude toward capital punishment: (a) based on morality and 
high in certainty, (b) based on morality and low in certainty, 
(c) based on practicality and high in certainty, or (d) based on 
practicality and low in certainty. The language used to 
manipulate the target’s attitude basis reflected Studies 1a and 
1b, while certainty was manipulated using language from 
Study 2 (see the web appendix for details).

After reading this initial vignette, participants reported 
their inferences about the difficulty to change the target’s 
attitude as well as perceptions of the target’s moral attitude 
basis and attitude certainty. Participants then learned about 
the target’s hypocritical contradiction and evaluated their 
surprise at it and the perceived hypocrisy of the target. All 
items were adapted versions of the items from Study 2.

Results and Discussion

For the following analyses, all results come from a 2 (atti-
tude basis: moral vs. practical) × 2 (attitude certainty: high 
vs. low) ANOVA. First, we note that our manipulations were 
largely successful: The moral (vs. practical) target was seen 
as more morally based, Mmoral = 9.13 vs. Mpractical = 4.11; 
F(1, 393) = 377.71, p < .001, and the high (vs. low) certain 
target was seen as more certain, Mcertain = 7.70 vs. Muncertain 
= 5.09; F(1, 393) = 99.58, p < .001. These effects were not 
qualified by interactions (ps > .313). At the same time, 
there was some spillover between manipulations, where the 
moral target was seen as more certain, and the certain target 
was seen as more moral (see the web appendix for details). 
Because these effects were somewhat expected as moral 
bases and attitude certainty have been linked in prior 
research (e.g., Luttrell et al., 2016; Skitka et al., 2005), we 
address this spillover effect as done in prior research by sta-
tistically controlling for the alternative manipulation check 
when testing conditional comparisons (e.g., control for 
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perceptions of certainty when testing the main effect of 
morality on judgments of hypocrisy). When we do this, all 
reported findings remain consistent. To simplify the report-
ing of the results, we reserve those additional analyses for 
the web appendix, reporting below the pure tests of condi-
tion on our focal outcomes.

Looking at the inferred difficulty to change the targets’ 
attitude, targets with morally (vs. practicality) based atti-
tudes were perceived as more difficult to change, Mmoral = 
6.95, SD = 2.73 vs. Mpractical = 5.43, SD = 2.85; F(1, 393) = 
34.38, p < .001, 95% CI = [−2.03, −1.01]; d = 0.55, as were 
targets expressing more (vs. less) certain attitudes, Mcertain = 
7.22, SD = 2.67 vs. Muncertain = 5.10, SD = 2.72; F(1, 393) 
= 67.53, p < .001, 95% CI = [−2.64, −1.62] d = 0.77. There 
was no interaction, F(1, 393) = 1.18, p = .278.

Next, we examined participants’ surprise. As observed 
previously, hypocritical behavior from targets with morally 
(vs. practicality) based attitudes elicited more surprise, Mmoral 
= 8.20, SD = 2.74 vs. Mpractical = 6.27, SD = 3.43; F(1, 393) 
= 40.30, p < .001, 95% CI = [−2.53, −1.33]; d = 0.62, as 
did targets expressing more (vs. less) certain attitudes, Mcertain 
= 7.93, SD = 3.12 vs. Muncertain = 6.47, SD = 3.24; F(1, 393) 
= 23.60, p < .001, 95% CI = [−2.07, −0.878]; d = 0.46. 
There was no interaction, F(1, 393) = 2.09, p = .150.

Finally, we examined the degree of hypocrisy ascribed to 
the target, where hypocritical contradictions for morally (vs. 
practicality) based attitudes were perceived as more hypo-
critical, Mmoral = 7.41, SD = 2.96 vs. Mpractical = 6.60, SD = 
3.06; F(1, 393) = 7.56, p = .006, 95% CI = [−1.38, −0.230]; 
d = 0.27. The same was true for targets with more (vs. less) 
certain attitudes, Mcertain = 7.72, SD = 2.85 vs. Muncertain = 
6.25, SD = 3.02; F(1, 393) = 25.46, p < .001, 95% CI = 
[−2.06, −0.903]; d = 0.50. These effects were not qualified 
by an interaction (F < 1).

Finally, we tested the viability of our theoretical model, 
again using Hayes’ (2018) PROCESS macro for testing 
sequential mediation (Model 6). We ran two separate media-
tion models, first, on the effect of the target’s attitude basis 
(moral vs. practical) on the degree of hypocrisy ascribed to 
them through the inferred difficulty to change and reactions 
of surprise at the target’s hypocritical behavior. Second, we 
tested the same indirect effect, replacing the target’s attitude 
basis with the target’s attitude certainty (certain vs. uncer-
tain). In both cases, the indirect effects were significant (tar-
get’s attitude basis: B = .35, SE = .09; 95% CI = [0.186, 
0.552]; target’s attitude certainty: B = .51, SE = .12; 95% CI 
= [0.305, 0.757]).4

Study 4: A Dispositional Trait Reduces 
Surprise to Reduce Hypocrisy

Across four experiments, we showed how targets with moral 
(vs. practical) attitudes—just like targets with certain (vs. 
uncertain) attitudes—are inferred to be more difficult to 

change, in turn eliciting more surprise, which was associated 
with magnified judgments of hypocrisy. In our final studies, 
we provide evidence for this surprise-based process through 
experimental moderation (Spencer et  al., 2005). That is, if 
we reduce the expected difficulty to change a target’s moral 
(or certain) attitude, it should attenuate surprise and therefore 
reduce how hypocritical someone is perceived to be. To that 
effect, we next describe targets’ moral (or certain) attitudes 
as dispositionally changeable, showing how describing char-
acteristic mutability on these attitudes results in less surprise 
at a hypocritical contradiction, lowering judgments of their 
hypocrisy.

Participants and Design

We engaged 456 MTurk participants for a 3 (attitude type: 
moral vs. confident vs. weak) × 2 (difficulty to change: low 
vs. control) between-subjects design. In line with our prior 
studies, we excluded those who failed a simple attention check 
of recalling the focal topic (which consisted of two items in 
this study due to the length of the stimuli) or didn’t answer the 
focal outcome measures (moral-control, n = 4; moral-change-
able, n = 4; certain-control, n = 4; certain-changeable, n = 4; 
weak-control, n = 5; weak-changeable, n = 3) for a final sam-
ple of 432 (Mage = 41.4; female = 46%). Conducting a sensi-
tivity analysis (α = .05, power = 80%), we could detect an 
interaction as small as d = 0.30.

Procedure and Measures

Participants were given a brief description about a historical 
region in Eastern Europe ostensibly known as “Hargov,” and 
then received one of the three sets of focal information. One 
group of participants read about the people of Hargov 
(Hargovians’) sense of morality (i.e., “their morality repre-
sented their core beliefs about what is right and wrong”). 
Another group read a similar paragraph on Hargovians’ 
belief confidence (i.e., “their confidence represented their 
certainty and sense of correctness in what they believed”). A 
final group read about Hargovians’ “weak” attitudes (i.e., 
“their uncertainty represented their sense of doubt in what 
they believed”). Of these three groups, participants in the 
“control” condition received no further information than this 
initial paragraph. However, those in the “low difficulty to 
change” condition received additional information that 
described these attitudes as changeable.

More specifically, for changeable participants across the 
moral, confident, and weak attitudes conditions, they read 
the following: “When presented with new information or a 
new perspective, Hargovians would change what they [mor-
ally vs. confidently vs. uncertainly] believed quite easily.” 
Notably, in all cases, the core meaning of the attitude type 
was kept constant (i.e., “their [morality vs. confidence vs. 
uncertainty] still represented what they fundamentally 
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thought [was morally right vs. was correct vs. had some 
doubt about]”). Participants then answered the attention 
checks as well as a manipulation check of how difficult they 
thought it would be to change a Hargovian’s (moral vs. con-
fident vs. uncertain) belief on the same item from Study 3.

Next, participants in all conditions received the exact 
same information that Hargovians dealt with violent crimi-
nals either through banishment or execution. One specific 
Hargovian, Kasmira, was described to favor banishment 
over execution, and she held this belief in line with partici-
pants’ earlier condition (i.e., morally vs. confidently vs. 
uncertainly). Later in the scenario, Kasmira’s community 
held a vote on what to do with a violent criminal, and Kasmira 
contradicted her earlier opinion by voting for execution. 
Participants then reported their surprise at this and how hyp-
ocritical they thought she was on the same measures from 
Study 3.

Results and Discussion

For the following analyses, we first ran a 3 (attitude type: 
moral vs. confident vs. weak) × 2 (difficulty to change: low 
vs. control) between-subjects ANOVA. However, on every 
outcome measure, the descriptive and inferential results for 
the moral and confident conditions (as expected) were statis-
tically equivalent. To simplify the reporting of the results, 
below we collapse across the moral and confidence condi-
tions to test a 2 (attitude type: “strong” vs. weak) × 2 (diffi-
culty to change: low vs. control) ANOVA. For the results on 
the full analysis (which again conceptually replicate every-
thing reported below), see the web appendix.

First, Hargovians were perceived as less difficult to 
change if they were described as changeable, Mchangeable = 
4.19 vs. Mcontrol = 8.20; F(1, 428) = 193.59, p < .001, 95% 
CI = [2.93, 3.89]; d = 1.52, or held a weak attitude, Mweak = 
5.15 vs. Mstrong = 6.78; F(1, 428) = 40.19, p < .001, 95% CI 
= [−2.04, −1.07]; d = 0.51. Importantly, these effects were 
qualified by the predicted interaction, F(1, 428) = 48.49, p 
< .001, 95% CI = [−4.38, −2.45]. That is, in the control 
conditions, there was a greater difference between strong and 
weak attitudes in their perceived difficulty to change, Mstrong 
= 9.26, SD = 1.65 vs. Mweak = 6.00, SD = 2.68; F(1, 428) 
= 89.83, p < .001, 95% CI = [−3.94, −2.59]; d = 1.46, 
compared with those in the changeable conditions, Mstrong = 
4.14, SD = 2.51 vs. Mweak = 4.30, SD = 3.09; F(1, 428) = 
0.19, p = .662, 95% CI = [−0.840, 0.534]; d = 0.06.

A similar pattern of effects unfolded for surprise. 
Participants were less surprised when Kasmira hypocritically 
violated a changeable attitude, Mchangeable = 5.34 vs. Mcontrol = 
7.43; F(1, 428) = 36.77, p < .001, 95% CI = [1.17, 2.29]; d 
= 0.69, or a weak attitude, Mweak = 4.82 vs. Mstrong = 7.20; 
F(1, 428) = 67.45, p < .001, 95% CI = [−2.90, −1.78]; d = 
0.80. Again, both of these effects were qualified by the pre-
dicted interaction, F(1, 428) = 12.95, p < .001, 95% CI = 
[−3.17, −0.930]; Figure 2, left panel. That is, those in the 

control conditions exhibited a significantly greater difference 
in surprise between hypocritical violations of a strong and 
weak attitude, Mstrong = 8.53, SD = 2.30 vs. Mweak = 5.17, SD 
= 2.68; F(1, 428) = 70.82, p < .001, 95% CI = [−4.15, 
−2.58]; d = 1.51, compared with those in the changeable con-
ditions, Mstrong = 5.78, SD = 3.17 vs. Mweak = 4.46, SD = 
2.99; F(1, 428) = 10.49, p = .001, 95% CI = [−2.11, −0.516]; 
d = 0.43.

Finally, the hypocrisy results cohered to predictions. 
Participants judged Kasmira as less hypocritical when she 
violated a weak attitude, Mweak = 5.74 vs. Mstrong = 7.46; F(1, 
428) = 36.67, p < .001, 95% CI = [−2.27, −1.12]; d = 0.58. 
Here, there was no main effect of the changeable condition, 
F(1, 428) = 1.07, p = .303, but there was an interaction, F(1, 
428) = 18.70, p < .001, 95% CI = [−3.67, −1.38]; Figure 2, 
right panel. Those in the control conditions exhibited a greater 
difference in judgments of hypocrisy between violations of a 
strong and weak attitude, Mstrong = 8.22, SD = 2.55 vs. Mweak 
= 5.26, SD = 3.05; F(1, 428) = 52.05, p < .001, 95% CI = 
[−3.76, −2.15]; d = 1.05, compared with those in the change-
able conditions, Mstrong = 6.66, SD = 2.97 vs. Mweak = 6.23, 
SD = 3.03; F(1, 428) = 1.08, p = .300, 95% CI = [−1.25, 
0.386]; d = 0.14. Thus, as predicted, enhanced changeability 
reduced the impact of strong versus weak attitudes on 
hypocrisy.

Finally, a moderated mediation analysis (Hayes, 2018; 
Model 7) tested the effect of attitude type (strong vs. weak) 
on the magnitude of the hypocrisy judgment through feelings 
of surprise, treating the changeability factor as a moderator 
for the attitude type’s effect on the mediator (surprise). The 
index of moderated mediation was significant (B = −.40, 
boot SE = .13; 95% CI = [−0.672, −0.167]), showing that 
the mediational model was significantly weaker in the 
changeable condition (B = .26, boot SE = .09; 95% CI = 
[0.077, 0.440]) compared with the control condition (B = 
.66, boot SE = .11; 95% CI = [0.448, 0.887]).

Study 5: A Situational Context Reduces 
Surprise to Reduce Hypocrisy

In our final study, we take a similar but different methodolog-
ical approach to Study 4, focusing specifically on moral atti-
tudes. That is, rather than manipulating the attitude’s 
dispositional changeability, we created a situational context 
that should reduce surprise if someone’s moral attitude 
changed. Although we suspected our induction could lower 
surprise at a hypocritical behavior for both those with morally 
as well as practicality-based attitudes (i.e., learning that the 
target attended an event that provided morally based counter-
arguments), we expected this effect to be pronounced for 
those with moral attitudes because “matched” arguments his-
torically result in greater attitude change (Luttrell et al., 2019;  
Teeny et al., 2021). Thus, we predicted an interaction, where 
moral (vs. practical) hypocrisy in the control condition should 
be judged as more hypocritical; however, this difference 
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should be attenuated when the surprise at the hypocrisy is led 
to be similar between moral and practical targets.

Participants and Design

This study’s hypotheses, sample size, design, and analyses 
were all preregistered (https://aspredicted.org/RBG_S61). 
For this study, an a priori power analysis (α = .05, power = 
80%) for a small interaction (d = 0.20) entailed recruiting 
787 participants, for which, we recruited 800 MTurk partici-
pants (receiving 802) for a 2 (attitude basis: moral vs. practi-
cal) × 2 (surprise: control vs. low) between-subjects design. 
As before, we excluded those who failed a simple attention 
check of recalling the focal topic (practical-control, n = 10; 
practical-low, n = 7; moral-control, n = 10; moral-low, n = 
9) for a final sample of 766 participants (Mage = 39.9; female 
= 58%).

Procedure and Measures

The procedure largely mirrored that of Study 1a, albeit with 
an additional, surprise-reducing manipulation for half of the 
participants. First, all participants read either about a target’s 
morally based or practicality-based opposition to capital 
punishment. For participants in the control condition, they 
proceeded directly to learning about the target’s hypocritical 
behavior (i.e., voting in support of capital punishment), 
before reporting their surprise at this and their ratings of how 
hypocritical the target was perceived to be (on the same 
items as Study 2). The other half of the participants were 
provided intervening information about the target.

Specifically, the low-surprise participants were told 
that a day after Cody expressed his opposition to capital 

punishment, he accidentally attended an event with speakers 
who explained why they morally supported capital punish-
ment. No specific rationale for their position was provided, 
only that it was morally based (e.g., the speakers supported 
capital punishment because it was “the most moral and fair 
thing for society”). This situational context was intended to 
suggest that Cody might change after the experience, which 
should reduce participants’ surprise if he did. Afterward, par-
ticipants learned about Cody’s hypocritical behavior and 
reported their surprise at it as well as the degree to which they 
found it to be hypocritical.

Results and Discussion

For the following analyses, all results come from a 2 (attitude 
basis: moral vs. practical) × 2 (surprise: low vs. control) 
ANOVA. First, our manipulation of surprise was successful. 
Although the morally (vs. practicality) based target’s hypoc-
risy elicited more surprise, Mmoral = 7.54, SD = 3.00 vs. 
Mpractical = 6.88, SD = 2.81; F(1, 762) = 11.23, p < .001, 
95% CI = [0.264, 1.01]; d = 0.23, the low (vs. control) sur-
prise condition resulted in less surprise, too, Mlow = 5.99, SD 
= 2.81 vs. Mcontrol = 8.43, SD = 2.50; F(1, 762) = 163.66, 
95% CI = [−2.80, −2.06]; p < .001, d = 0.92. Notably, these 
main effects were qualified by an interaction, F(1, 762) = 
8.48, p = .004, 95% CI = [−1.85, −0.360]; Figure 3, left 
panel. Decomposing this, we found that morally (vs. practi-
cality) based targets in the control-surprise condition reported 
greater feelings of surprise, Mmoral = 9.02, SD = 2.34 vs. 
Mpractical = 7.83, SD = 2.52; F(1, 762) = 19.61, p < .001, 
95% CI = [0.662, 1.72]; d = 0.49. However, this difference 
was eliminated in the low-surprise condition, Mmoral = 6.04, 
SD = 2.86 vs. Mpractical = 5.95, SD = 2.77; F(1, 762) = 0.10, 
p = .756, 95% CI = [−0.444, 0.611]; d = 0.03.

Figure 2.  These Figures Represent the Conditional Results of the 2 (Attitude Type: Weak vs. Strong) × 2 (Difficulty to Change: 
Low vs. Control) ANOVA on Feelings of Surprise (Left Panel) and Judgments of Hypocrisy (Right Panel) in Response to the Target’s 
Hypocritical Behavior.

https://aspredicted.org/RBG_S61
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For hypocrisy, we replicated the finding that morally 
(vs. practicality) based hypocrisy was judged as more hyp-
ocritical, Mmoral = 5.96, SD = 3.48 vs. Mpractical = 5.33, SD 
= 3.23; F(1, 762) = 8.66, p = .003, 95% CI = [0.201, 
1.00]; d = 0.19. Here, the low (vs. control) surprise condi-
tion also resulted in lower judgments of hypocrisy, Mlow= 
3.85, SD = 2.81 vs. Mcontrol = 7.44, SD = 2.90; F(1, 762) = 
306.0, p < .001, 95% CI = [−3.98, −3.18]; d = 1.26. Again, 
these two main effects were qualified by the expected inter-
action, F(1, 762) = 5.45, p = .020, 95% CI = [−1.76, 
−0.152]; Figure 3, right panel. Specifically, morally (vs. 
practicality) based targets in the control condition were 
judged as significantly more hypocritical, Mmoral = 7.97, 
SD = 2.74 vs. Mpractical = 6.89, SD = 2.96; F(1, 762) = 
13.93, p < .001, 95% CI = [0.512, 1.65]; d = 0.38. 
However, this difference was eliminated in the low-surprise 
condition, Mmoral = 3.91, SD = 2.91 vs. Mpractical = 3.79, SD 
= 2.71; F(1, 762) = 0.19, p = .667, 95% CI = [−0.444, 
0.693]; d = 0.04.

Finally, a moderated mediation model (Hayes, 2018; 
Model 7) tested the effect of the target’s attitude basis (moral 
vs. practical) on judgments of hypocrisy through surprise, 
treating the surprise condition as a moderator for the effect of 
the attitude basis on the mediator (surprise). A significant 
moderated mediation index emerged (index = −.30, boot SE 
= .11; 95% CI = [−0.511, −0.096]), showing that the media-
tional analysis was significant in the control condition (B = 
.33, boot SE = .07; 95% CI = [0.190, 0.468]) but nonsignifi-
cant in the low-surprise condition (B = .02, boot SE = .08; 
95% CI = [−0.130, 0.184]). Thus, with these final results, 
we showed how even situational factors that reduce perceiv-
ers’ surprise at a target’s hypocrisy—even in the case of a 
moral position—can reduce the degree to which the target is 
perceived as hypocritical.

General Discussion

The more one is judged a hypocrite, the greater the negative 
consequences faced (Bhatti et  al., 2013; Kougiannou & 
Wallis, 2020; Laurent et al., 2014). One reliable magnifier of 
this judgment is when the hypocrisy occurs on a morally (vs. 
nonmorally) based attitude (e.g., Kreps et al., 2017). In the 
present work, we extended that finding to a new type of tar-
get (i.e., an everyday person/nonleader) and provided a 
novel, theoretical explanation for it. That is, a common infer-
ence of those who hold morally based attitudes is that these 
attitudes are more difficult to change. This can then result in 
greater surprise when hypocrisy occurs, amplifying its per-
ception. Offering this new account for the phenomenon, we 
then showed how this same process could be used to predict 
when another, nonmoral attribute of a target’s attitude would 
magnify hypocrisy. Specifically, greater perceptions of atti-
tude certainty can similarly enhance hypocrisy judgments 
through the same surprise-based mechanism. Altogether, 
then, we believe this research helps to develop an integrative 
framework for understanding and identifying when both 
moral and nonmoral factors are likely to heighten the hypoc-
risy attributed to hypocrites.

Predicting Magnified Hypocrisy in Other 
Instances

We believe the processes documented in this research could 
be useful in helping to understand prior findings in the hypoc-
risy literature. For example, Alicke and colleagues (2013) 
found that targets were judged as more hypocritical when 
contradicting attitudes which the targets had voiced publicly. 
Violating a public (vs. private) opinion could be more surpris-
ing (e.g., because it seemed less likely to change), which 

Figure 3.  These Figures Represent the Conditional Results of the 2 (Attitude Basis: Moral vs. Practical) × 2 (Surprise: Low vs. Control) 
ANOVA on Feelings of Surprise (Left Panel) and Judgments of Hypocrisy (Right Panel) in Response to the Target’s Hypocritical Behavior.



Teeny et al.	 1671

could therefore enhance hypocrisy. Effron and Miller (2015) 
also found that people were rated as more hypocritical when 
they preached against deeds for which they had previously 
benefited (vs. suffered). Advocating against a prior benefit 
could be more surprising (e.g., because a stance on a person-
ally beneficial outcome should be less likely to change), 
which could amplify hypocrisy. Importantly, we do not con-
tend that surprise can account for all factors shown to enhance 
hypocrisy judgments. For example, people from independent 
(vs. interdependent) cultures tend to exhibit more pronounced 
hypocrisy effects (Effron et al., 2018); however, it might not 
be due to differential surprise. Alternatively, interdependent 
cultures are more accepting of inconsistency (Spencer-
Rodgers et  al., 2010); thus, surprise at these contradictions 
might be reduced (Luttrell et al., 2022).

Beyond new interpretations of prior findings, this work 
suggests novel instances when judgments of hypocrisy could 
be magnified. Specifically, previous research has shown that 
when a person’s attitude is more extreme, more important, or 
less ambivalent, the attitude tends to be stronger (e.g., more 
resistant to change; Luttrell & Sawicki, 2020). However, like 
morality and certainty, there is little research on how these 
attitude qualities are perceived in others (Teeny & Petty, 
2022). If people make the same inferences as observed for 
certainty and morality (i.e., that these attitudes are more dif-
ficult to change), we would expect contradicting these atti-
tudes to similarly produce greater judgments of hypocrisy. 
Thus, although the present research focused on morality and 
certainty, our findings provide a broad range of future direc-
tions for when to expect specific instances of hypocrisy will 
be judged as particularly hypocritical.

Although we have focused on predicting the magnitude of 
hypocrisy judgments via the effect of attitude characteristics 
on perceivers’ surprise, another consideration is how they 
affect hypocrisy via changes in the target’s perceived dispo-
sition. That is, observing someone act hypocritically on a 
moral or certain attitude could affect broader conclusions 
about “what kind of person” this target is (cf. Robinson et al., 
2017). For example, observing a target hypocritically violate 
their moral/certain attitude could lead to the perception they 
are dispositionally dishonest. In turn, this character judgment 
could increase the hypocrisy ascribed to them in addition to 
any effects of surprise so far noted. In Study 2, we demon-
strated the explanatory power of surprise alongside two such 
judgments (i.e., moral deceptiveness and false signaling); in 
Study 5, a specifically situational, surprise-reducing factor 
still lowered hypocrisy judgments. However, more work is 
needed to better test and understand the influence of charac-
ter judgments in these (and other) contexts on the degree of 
hypocrisy people attribute to others.

What Underlies Hypocrisy Itself?

In the present research, we focused on understanding why 
similar forms of hypocrisy on morally (vs. nonmorally) 

based positions could amplify judgments of it. In providing 
evidence for our surprise-based process, though, we also 
observed that hypocrisy judgments can emerge even when 
contradictions occurred for nonmorally based attitudes.5 In 
contrast to some other accounts (e.g., Monin & Merritt, 
2012), this suggests that violating a moral attitude specifi-
cally is not a prerequisite for the perception of hypocrisy—
leading us to the question, what is?

The debate surrounding the “ingredients” of hypocrisy is 
still ongoing (Laurent & Clark, 2019). For example, some 
have contended that hypocrisy requires establishing a “stan-
dard” of behavior for others that the hypocrite then violates 
(Lammers, 2012; Valdesolo & DeSteno, 2008). At the same 
time, separate work has shown this standard might not be 
necessary (Alicke et  al., 2013). As already noted, some 
research has claimed that moral violations are required for 
judgments of hypocrisy, whereas the present research sug-
gests they are not (see also, Laurent & Clark, 2019). 
Interestingly, the only element that hypocrisy scholars uni-
versally seem to agree upon is that the target must demon-
strate “inconsistency” between an attitude, behavior, or some 
combination of the two (e.g., what is often referred to as 
“word-deed misalignment”; Effron et  al., 2018; Huppert 
et al., 2023; Laurent & Clark, 2019). In which case, it is the 
nature and purpose of the contradiction that then becomes 
vital in determining the extent or frequency with which attri-
butions of “hypocrisy” are applied. In the present work, our 
argument is only that when the elements for hypocrisy exist 
(whatever those might be), surprise can magnify hypocrisy 
judgments. For example, if a politician wore a goofy hat one 
day (a surprising behavior), it would unlikely be seen as hyp-
ocritical. However, if the politician flip-flopped positions on 
an issue (a relatively unsurprising behavior because politi-
cians are known to do that), it would likely seem hypocriti-
cal. Our point is that if this latter politician’s position change 
was made to be more surprising (e.g., because absolute cer-
tainty in the position had been expressed), it would likely be 
judged as even more hypocritical. In sum, we believe there 
are many interesting questions about precisely what makes a 
person come to be seen as a hypocrite, and from the current 
work, we now understand that when those elements of 
hypocrisy are present, surprise will magnify judgments of it.

Limitations and Conclusions

Although we aimed to be rigorous in our theoretical and 
empirical approach, we nonetheless acknowledge some limi-
tations. First, all our participants were from the United States 
and online-based samples. Thus, if people from different cul-
tures or backgrounds are unlikely to infer that those with 
moral (or certain) attitudes are difficult to change, we would 
be unlikely to observe the processes documented in this 
research. Second, although we provided evidence for a sur-
prise-based, nonmoral process in the moral-augmentation 
effect, we do not definitively test whether this mechanism 
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“better accounts” for the phenomenon relative to other, mor-
ally based explanations put forth (Jordan et al., 2017; Kreps 
et al., 2017). Thus, we want to emphasize only that the mech-
anism we documented was supported even after controlling 
for related, moral judgments and emerged in contexts where 
contradictions of moral attitudes were not plausibly 
relevant.

Finally, although we generally showed that morality and 
certainty exhibited similar effects on hypocrisy, we do not 
claim they generated “equivalent” effects. There could very 
well be contexts where one type of attitude would be more 
likely than the other to elicit greater hypocrisy judgments (or 
even different, downstream consequences). Thus, all we 
argue is that one aspect of morality (its perceived difficulty 
to change) is comparable to but not redundant with attitude 
certainty when it comes to the processes we outlined; how-
ever, we do not rule out the possibility that other factors spe-
cific to either type of attitude could be important, too. In 
closing, we hope the present research has provided a new and 
valuable perspective for both the literatures on hypocrisy as 
well as the moral bases of attitudes, as we believe both areas 
of research are ever more important for understanding the 
world’s social-cultural climate ahead.
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Notes

1.	 Kreps et  al. (2017) post hoc assessed participants’ surprise at 
targets’ contradictions in a few studies and found that moral vio-
lations were indeed more surprising than practical ones; how-
ever, they did not treat surprise as a mediator for the enhanced 
hypocrisy judgments (as we do) but as a predictor (along with 
hypocrisy) of support for the target.

2.	 To further confirm this assumption, we conducted another pilot 
test (n = 195) using the same vignettes as the moral attitudes 
pilot. Here, we described the targets as holding their stance with 
certainty versus uncertainty. As expected, certain (vs. uncertain) 
attitudes were perceived as more difficult to change. See the 
web appendix.

3.	 Mediation analyses testing the effects of these character judg-
ments as alternative mediators (i.e., the moral-practical condi-
tion on [moral deceptiveness or false signaling] on hypocrisy 
judgments) showed both patterns were significant. This pro-
vides supportive evidence for past theorizing and their role in 
the moral-augmentation effect. However, if we additionally con-
trol for our proposed mediators (i.e., difficulty to change and 
surprise) either separately or jointly, these alternative media-
tional tests become nonsignificant. See the web appendix for 
details.

4.	 Controlling for the nonfocal perception in the reported media-
tional models (i.e., controlling for certainty when testing the 
effect of target’s attitude basis; controlling for perceived moral 
bases when testing the effect of the target’s attitude certainty) 
does not change the significance of these mediational analyses. 
See the web appendix.

5.	 In addition to the results of Study 2 (which used a nonmoral 
manipulation of hypocrisy magnification [attitude certainty] and 
a nonmoral topic [a preference between ice cream flavors]), we 
can also examine the hypocrisy judgments in the “nonmoral” 
conditions of Studies 3 to 5 (i.e., when the target expressed an 
entirely practical stance on the topic). In line with Study 2, all 
these analyses revealed differences in hypocrisy magnitude as a 
function of attitude certainty, even when the basis for the opin-
ion was purely nonmoral (see the web appendix for details).
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