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Purpose: People choose actions that maintain their moral self-regard. This paper explains
how one’s moral actions influence moral self-regard. The moral threshold model (MTM) has
been proposed by scholars and tested using a limited sample. However, whether the MTM is
universally applicable among people is still unknown.

Participants and Methods: Our sample comprised 1761 individuals living in China,
a collectivist culture, who were recruited to test the two main hypotheses of the MTM.
Participants engaged in a hypothetical investment task.

Results: 1) When the beneficiary was a prosocial cause, participants showed stronger
preferences for smaller guaranteed positive payouts over larger uncertain ones; 2) as com-
pared to making decisions for charities, when a participant made decisions exclusively for
themselves, the maximum potential benefit was more likely to influence participant behavior.
Conclusion: The current study provides initial evidence for the validity of using the worst
outcome avoidance (WOA) hypothesis of MTM among members of China’s collectivist
culture, indicating that the WOA hypothesis of MTM may have universal application.
Keywords: collectivist culture, morality, moral self-regard, prosocial behavior, egoistic
behavior

Introduction

Moral self-regard describes how people evaluate their own moral merits or the
extent to which they believe they are moral.' People try to create a consistent moral
identity.”* In other words, they spare no effort in proving they are morally good,
thus preserving moral self-regard. They approve of prosocial behaviors,*” rejecting
dishonesty,” protecting their moral integrity,’ and holding those who upstage them
by doing something nobler in low regard.” All of these combine to serve one
purpose: to make others and themselves believe they are moral.

Although moral behaviors are indeed fascinating, they come into conflict with
people’s desires (ie, money). Therefore, it is understandable that people will not always
strive to be perfectly moral. Instead, they will settle for “moral enough.”® It is reassur-
ing that achieving the status of “moral enough” will not harm their moral identity.’ ">
Additionally, people have claim to have good reasons for choosing the most moral

course of action'>!* L15

and to have strong justifications for their immoral actions.

Given that people do not have a strict internal moral code, they still perceive
themselves as moral actors even when they act in immoral ways. However, they
cannot go too far in the opposite direction. In other words, people’s behavior must

meet a minimum internal moral threshold. Otherwise, their moral self-regard will
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be damaged. This leads to the question: What is the thresh-
old? To be more specific, how much morality should
people exhibit to be sufficiently moral?

The Moral Threshold Model (MTM)

To address the question above, Zlatev et al'® proposed the
moral threshold model (MTM). The model establishes
essential requirements for people when making prosocial
decisions. Typically, these requirements can ensure peo-
ple’s moral self-regard. The MTM depends on two under-
lying hypotheses.

The first MTM hypothesis is the worst outcome avoid-
ance (WOA) hypothesis. It states that in the process of
making prosocial decisions that enhance moral self-regard,
people strive to ensure that the consequence of their choice
is, at least, not the worst among all possibilities. In other
words, in order to maintain basic moral self-regard, people
will not choose option B when option A can deliver greater
benefits.
expresses this idea of moral self-regard precisely: a bird

There is an English-language proverb that

[morally enhancing] in the hand is worth two in the bush.

The second is the diminished upside sensitivity (DUS)
hypothesis. This hypothesis concerns to the rate at which
outcomes of morally relevant decisions translate into
moral self-regard. It is possible that the transformation of
morally relevant outcomes into moral self-regard is non-
linear. Specifically, once people make a choice to avoid the
worst outcome, as explained in the WOA hypothesis, they
succeed in meeting the minimum moral threshold and
confirm their moral self-regard. They subsequently are
less motivated to keep choosing moral actions, as it is
difficult to gain additional moral self-regard. This hypoth-
esis supports the second half of the proverb: A bird in the
hand is indeed more favorable than two birds in the bush.
Nevertheless, with one bird in hand, people will not
expend the effort to catch the second, which only brings
an insignificant boost to moral self-regard.

Empirical Evidence for the Two Key MTM
Hypotheses in Western Individualistic

Societies
A recent study provided empirical evidence in support of
the MTM.'® Using a sample from the United States; the
study combined two experiments to test the above
hypotheses.

The first experiment tested the WOA hypothesis. The
experiment placed participants in a hypothetical investment

context with random assignment to either a prosocial condi-
tion or egoistic condition. They were then asked to choose
between Option A (the no-risk option) and Option B (the
risky option) for themselves or the public good. The result of
the experiment supports the WOA hypothesis that people
refrain from choosing risky options that might bring the
poor outcomes in prosocial decision-making.

The second experiment supported the DUS hypothesis.
The experiment similarly re-created an investment context
in requiring participants to choose whether to keep $200
for themselves or to donate it for the public good. Similar
to experiment 1, participants also needed to decide
between a sure and a risky option. However, this time,
there were six scenarios available to choose for the “risky”
option. Each scenario provided a different possible payout
ranging from $50 to $100, awarded in increments of $10.
These amounts were presented to every participant in
ascending or descending sequence. The finding supported
the DUS hypothesis. It suggested that in prosocial deci-
sion-making, people avoid making a risky decision that
may generate the worst possible outcome; at the same
time, people are less sensitive to the increasing benefit
brought by riskier decisions compared to those made in
their own interest.

Is MTM Universally Applicable?

Zlatev et al'® proposed the MTM and tested it only with
participants from Western cultures (ie, the United States).
We remain unsure therefore whether MTM is cross-
culturally applicable. It may be insufficient to help us
understand moral behavioral management practices in
Eastern cultures. This would limit the application breadth
and domains of MTM.

For example, cross-cultural researchers have questioned
whether positive self-regard is widespread outside of
Western cultures.'” It may be the case that in more inter-
dependent cultures, individual moral desire has been diluted
(ie, in China’s collectivist culture). Available research evi-
dence indicates that East Asian cultures do not have the
same skewed distributions of moral self-views as those in
the West.'®!” Previous studies have shown that compared
with individualistic cultures, people in collectivistic cultures
display more holistic attention,”® a greater emphasis on
social (vs personal) happiness,”' greater suspension of
self-
expression, self-esteem, and self-efficacy.'” These norma-

self-interest’®> and weaker motivations toward

tive behavioral differences in specific cultural traits may
have different social and interpersonal consequences. We
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propose that the level of interdependence in a culture may

moderate the findings in the experiments above.'
Specifically, we ask, would different results appear in
China’s collectivist culture? The literature and research

have yet to examine this question.

The Current Study

To summarize, MTM predicts that people who make moral
decisions will choose an option (the sure option) that
ensures a benefit with a higher value than the worst pos-
sible outcome of the available choices, instead of choosing
one with a higher expected value that may produce the
poorest outcome. People choose options in this way to
confirm their own moral self-regard; an obtained value
better than the worst possible outcome is preferable to
a larger expected return not obtained. Additionally, the
model predicts that once the threshold is crossed, the
prosocial benefits of any other behavior will have rela-
tively less impact on any moral decisions.

In the current study, we replicated two key experiments
from the original research of Zlatev et al to determine
whether  the replicated MTM
experiments'® are universally applicable, or whether

findings in the

there will be different results in China’s collectivist cul-
ture. Study 1 direct replicated the first key experiment of
Zlatev et al’s research. Its purpose was to examine whether
people are more inclined to make decisions guaranteeing
outcomes that exceed the worst possible available outcome
when making prosocial (vs egoistic) decisions. Study 2
direct replicated the second key experiment of Zlatev
et al and aimed to explore whether people are relatively
insensitive to upside prosocial decisions. When the bene-
fits outweigh the worst possible outcome and the benefi-
ciary is not the self but a prosocial cause; the extent to
which benefits exceed this threshold does not affect deci-
sion-making.

Study |

Design and Overview of the Experiment
Study 1 adopted a between-subject design with one factor
and two levels, the Prosocial and Egoistic conditions.
Participants were randomly assigned to one of the condi-
tions to complete decision task. Study 1 compared the
proportion of Option A (referring to the sure option) or
Option B (referring to the risky option) in the two condi-
tions as a preliminary test of the WOA hypothesis in in
a collectivistic context.

Method

Participants

The participants were 613 college students from a local
university from the southeast of China. The participants’
demographic data were as follows: 58.56% were male and
41.44% were female; the mean age of the sample was
20.77 years with a standard deviation of 1.51. Twenty-
nine participants had to be excluded as their response
times were sample outliers. The participants took part in
an online experiment via a reliable Chinese data-collection
platform similar to Qualtrics Online Sample; the plat-
form’s URL is www.credamo.com. Each participant pro-

vided written informed consent to take part in the
experiment. The Ethics Committee of the College of
Teacher Education, Zhejiang Normal University approved
the study.

Procedure
Participants began the experiment by reading descriptions
of different decision situations. In the Prosocial condition,
the participants read: Imagine that you work for a charity
that is in clear need of support. The charity receives a gift
of 2000 yuan and you are deciding what to do with this
money. In the Egoistic condition, the participants read:
Imagine that you receive a gift of 2000 yuan and that
you are deciding what to do with this money. After reading
the different decision situations, the participants were
given the same two options. They also learned that they
were deciding between a no-risk option and a risky option.
If the participant selected the no-risk option, then the
money would be put into the charity’s (Prosocial
Condition) or their own (Egoistic condition) savings
account, in which case they would be able to ensure that
they could keep 2000 yuan or give it to the charity. If the
risky option was selected, then the money would be
invested. In this case, there was a 75% chance that the
charity or the individual would receive 2750 yuan and
a 25% chance they would receive 0 yuan. Compared
with the no-risk option (2000 yuan), the risky option had
a higher expected value (2062.5 yuan). The risky option,
however, might also lead to the worst possible outcome.
A seven-point scale was then administered that asked
participants to report which option they preferred between
Option A and Option B in both conditions: 1 signified
“Prefer Option A” and 7 signified ‘“Prefer Option B.”
The materials were those created by Zlatev’s team. The
first author obtained permission from Zlatev to replicate
and use their experiment materials in the current study.
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The appropriate attribution was made to the creators of the
materials.

Statistical Analysis Strategy
Statistical

R programming language. The analysis code was obtained

analysis was  performed using the
from osf.i0/38zy2/, which was provided by Zlatev’s team.
Binomial logistic regression was used examine the propor-
tion of those choosing the no-risk versus the risky option.
An independent sample z-test was conducted to investigate
the continuous measure. The effect sizes for binomial
logistic regression (Cramer’s v) and t-tests (Cohen’s d)

were calculated.

Results

The result of binomial logistic regression analysis showed
that, compared with the prosocial condition (20.07%),
participants were more likely to choose the risky option
(30.00%) in the egoistic condition, X*[df = 1, N = 584] =
7.12, p = 0.008, Cramer’s v = 0.11.

The results of the independent sample #-test further
corroborated the finding, showing that participants were
more preferred to choose the no-risk option in the proso-
cial condition than the participants in the egoistic condi-
tion, ¢ [582] = —2.10, p = 0.036, Cohen’s d = —0.17, M
prosocial = 336, SE prosocial = 010, M egoisic = 3.06, SE
egoistic 0.10.

Discussion

Study 1 supports the first hypothesis of the MTM. The
hypothesis proposes the outcome of the decision must
confirm the individual’s moral self-regard and so must be
better than the worst possible outcome. In general, indivi-
duals were more hesitant to make decisions that were
likely to result in the worst possible outcome when the
choice had ethical applications and did not involve pure
self-interest. This was true even though the decision for-
feited the larger expected value, which was objectively
better.

Study 2

Design and Overview of the Experiment
The DUS hypothesis was tested in Study 2, which holds
that when individuals make prosocial (vs purely egoistic)
choices, they are relatively insensitive to the possible
beneficial effects of the larger advantage. We propose
that these results might be influenced by Eastern culture.

Method

Participants

One thousand one hundred and forty-eight college students
from a university in the southeast of China took part in the
experiment via Credamo. The participants’ demographics
were as follows: 62.73% male and 37.49% female; the
mean age of the sample was 20.61 years with a standard
deviation of 1.39. Six participants were excluded as they
did not complete the demographic questions. Similarly, 51
participants were excluded because their response times
were sample outliers. Each participant provided written
informed consent to take part in the current experiment.
The Ethics Committee of the College of Teacher
Education, Zhejiang Normal University approved the cur-
rent study.

Procedure

Similar to Study 1, participants were randomly assigned to
either an Egoistic or Prosocial condition and directed to
decide how to manage money between Options A or
B. The Study 1 descriptions of different decision situations
were provided to them. In Study 2, however, the partici-
pants had to decide for all six separate scenarios. The
difference was that the risky option was associated with
higher monetary value as compared to study 1. This
amount was between 2500 yuan and 3000 yuan and varied
in increments of 100 yuan. The amounts were displayed to
each participant in increasing or decreasing order during
the scenarios (see Figure 1). As was the case in Study 1,
appropriate attributions were made to Zlatev’s team and
the first author obtained the necessary permissions to
replicate and use their experimental materials in this study.

Statistical Analysis
Statistical
R programming language. The analysis code was obtained

analysis was  performed using the
from osf.io/38zy2/, which was provided by Zlatev’s team.
A mixed-effects binary logistic regression was used to
examine the DUS hypothesis. Simple slopes analysis was
conducted to evaluate whether the upside amount of the

risky option affected the decisions.

Results

A binary logistic regression, which set the participants as
a random effect, revealed a main effect that participants
were more likely to take the risky option as the level of
risk increased (b = 0.57, z = 14.89, p < 0.001). It did not,
however, show significant interaction effects in accordance
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with different amount

6 scenarios

b

A
I

— Increasing order — ] orR [ — Decreasing order—l
¥2500  ¥2600  ¥2700  ¥2800  ¥2900  ¥3000 ¥3000  ¥2900 ¥2700  ¥2600 ¥ 2500

A
]

Participants were randomly assigned
to either Egoistic or Prosocial
condition

Reading a description
of different decision
conditions

Monetary investment

Figure | Procedure and experimental task of study 2. A monetary investment task was applied in the test context.

with the DUS hypothesis (b = —0.06, z = 0.83, p = 0.409).
Simple slopes analyses indicated that participants’ deci-
sions in the egoistic condition (b = 0.60, z = 11.53, p <
0.001) were more likely to be influenced by the upside
amount of the risky option than they were in the prosocial
condition (b = 0.54, z = 9.76, p < 0.001; more details can
be seen in Figure 2).

Discussion

Study 2 partly supports the MTM’s second hypothesis.
We did not detect a significant interaction, though the
beta coefficient for the egoistic condition was slightly
larger than that for the prosocial condition. The DUS
hypothesis suggested that, when individuals’ moral self-
respect is undermined, the decisions of the members are
less sensitive to the available benefits they may receive.
These benefits are more compelling than the least
rewarding advantage in the decision set. It should be
noted nonetheless that individuals in the prosocial con-
dition were not completely indifferent to the potential
benefits of risky choices: They were inclined to select
risky alternatives that have substantial potential gains
rather than ones with lower value but guaranteed poten-
tial gains. However, compared within the egoistic condi-

tion, this impact was essentially modest.

General Discussion

In the current study, two experiments were conducted to
examine the question “Is the MTM universally applic-
able?” Specifically, we focused on whether there are dif-
ferent patterns of decisions and results among members of
China’s collectivist culture. Study 1 supported the MTM’s
first hypothesis. The results showed that when the bene-
ficiary was a prosocial cause, people preferred the smaller
guaranteed positive outcomes to the larger uncertain ones.
Study 2 partly supported the DUS hypothesis of the MTM.
The results revealed that people were sensitive to the
maximum potential benefits, to a degree, when making
decisions exclusively for themselves as opposed making
them for a charity.

The WOA Hypothesis of MTM Can Be

Applied in Western and Eastern Cultures
Ours is the first replicated experiment that tested the
WOA hypothesis of MTM with a Chinese sample. The
results showed consistency with those of Western
research.'® In the current study, if the recipient was
a prosocial cause; the participants preferred the option
offering the (no-risk) guaranteed positive results rather
than the risky one. The WOA hypothesis of MTM pro-

poses that individuals avoid making decisions that are
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Figure 2 Percentage of participants choosing the risky option. Percentage of participants in study 2 choosing the risky option as a function of the condition and the risky
option’s upside amount. The solid line indicates the egoistic (self) condition and the dot dash line indicates the prosocial (charity) condition. The unit of money is yuan.

likely to bring about the worst possible result to the
potential beneficiary. As is the case with other social
psychological models, the MTM is not intended to
cover every conceivable aspect of a situation that might
be considered when making a decision. The analyses
predict that once individuals’ ethical self-respect is
undermined and their commitment reaches the level of
the underlying limit indicated by the WOA hypothesis,
their choices are less influenced by potential benefit.

Why do individuals make such decisions? What is
the universal motivation behind the behavior pattern?
Moral self-regard refers to the degree to which indivi-
duals believe that they have positive moral qualities.'
Research evidence has shown that East Asians’ moral
self-views differ from those common to members of
Western culture.'®'? In the current experiment, we did
not find evidence for the claim that moral self-regard is
a universal motivation of individuals making risky deci-
sions in moral vs non-moral domains. It remains
unknown whether moral self-regard is a universal moti-
vation for moral behavior outside of Western cultures.'’
Future research should continue to examine whether
moral self-regard is a universal, non-culture specific
motivation.

The Normative Cultural Differences and
the Amounts of Money Used May Have
Caused the Non-Significant Interaction

for the DUS Hypothesis

The DUS hypothesis of MTM proposes that individuals
may shy away from the choice of a much bigger potential
gain, to avoid the worst possible outcome in order to
preserve their moral self-regard but will start making
risky choices once they have met minimum threshold.
The second experiment evaluated the DUS hypothesis of
MTM under China’s collectivist culture. The results sug-
gested that when individuals decide on the choices for
themselves, the choices were more sensitive to the max-
imum potential benefit than when making the decisions for
a charity or another prosocial recipient. The results were
with the
Specifically, even though the beta coefficient for the ego-

partially inconsistent original ~research.'®
istic condition was slightly larger than the one for the
prosocial condition, we did not detect a significant inter-
action in study 2.

One potential reason for the lack of a significant inter-
action may have been normative cultural differences in

culture-specific behavioral traits. Previous studies have
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indicated that European Americans place a strong norma-
tive emphasis on personal independence, while Asians put
much greater emphasis on interdependence of the self with
others.”> Many previous studies have shown that com-
pared with individualistic cultures, people in collectivistic
cultural contexts place greater emphasis on social (vs
personal) happiness®' and engage in greater suspension
of self-interest.”* These normative cultural differences in
culture-specific behavioral traits may explain why no sig-
nificant interaction effects were observed between the
conditions. Future research should investigate the potential
effects of the suspension of self-interest and emphasis on
social (vs personal) happiness of individuals in individua-
listic cultures.

Another possible reason for the lack of a significant
interaction may been the amounts of money used. Study
2 used increments of 100 yuan (approximately 15.50
USD), which was about 1.5 times larger than the incre-
ments in the original research (10 USD). Moreover, the
range from the lowest amount (2500 yuan) to the highest
amount (3000 yuan) was about $77.50 USD in our study
(compared to $50 USD in the original study), which also
was 1.5 times larger than the original range. It should
also be noted that the amounts in the no-risk option (2000
yuan) and the risk option (about 3000 yuan) were almost
35% and 51% of the gross national product per month,
respectively, in China according to 2019 statistics. In the
original research, the amounts of money used were only
5% or 7% of the gross national product per month
according to 2019 statistics of the United States. These
differences may account for the lack of a significant
interaction in Study 2. The potential impact of the
amounts of money used in the current study should be

further explored.

Chinese Results Pattern Unaffected by
Uncertainty Effects or Risk Aversion

Many prosocial choices require a person to hand over their
welfare to another willfully. The act of offering one’s
welfare to another, however, can be seen as a loss of
control, thus increasing uncertainty.”* People’s risk prefer-
ences in decision-making for others, based on clearly
described odds and outcomes, are often different from
their own.?> Whether such factors (ie, uncertainty effects,
risk aversion) influenced the results of the current study is

a question that remains unanswered.

To some degree, the influence of these factors was
excluded from the risk context in which our predictions
were tested. As mentioned in the two experiments’ meth-
ods (the money is gifted), equal costs of all prosocial
behaviors decouple the value of individuals’ moral self-
regard from the prosocial benefit generated by the personal
cost. This occurs when people face a choice between an
uncertain but greater contribution to a specific prosocial
cause versus providing a certain but small donation to it.
Although the material cost of doing good in the two
experiments is the same, the psychological costs incurred
by choosing the larger and riskier donation may lead
people to choose to the smallest possible donation.

Second, the comparison between prosocial risk and
purely egoistic decision-making enables us to evaluate
whether the prosocial risk aversion patterns predicted by
the MTM are identical to the well-known risk aversion and
uncertainty effects for decisions that only affect the self.** 2’
Moreover, the probabilities and expected values of prosocial
and egoistic choices with the same structure reduce the like-
lihood that an individual’s particular qualities in the risky
tradeoffs lead to potentially harmful decisions. We have
therefore reduced the impact of these variables in the current
study to some degree. This means that the pattern of the
results observed in the current study was not affected by
uncertain effects, risk aversion, or the specific values in risk
tradeoffs.

Limitations and Future Directions

In summary, this study examines the MTM in the context of
China’s collectivist culture and provides a deeper under-
standing of this model. It is important to note a few limita-
tions. First, in the experimental task, the participants in the
egoistic condition (choice between giving to the charity or
themselves) had a 75% chance of receiving a certain amount
of money and a 25% chance of receiving nothing. Whether
different ratios of loss to gain (ie, 80% vs 20%) influence the
participant’s decision-making is worth exploring in future
studies. Second, the two main hypotheses of the MTM were
tested in a hypothetical investment context in the current
study. Whether there would be differing results in a real
money environment should be investigated in the future.
Moreover, in the current study, we did not obtain enough
evidence to support the claim that moral self-regard is
a universal motivation for the individuals making risky
decisions in moral vs non-moral domains. It is important
to explore the universal motivation behind the behavior
pattern. Finally, while our participants came from China,
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we recruited only college students for the study’s decision
task. As data were only collected from university students,
the applicability of the results should be evaluated with more
representative samples in the future.

Conclusion

In the current study, two direct replication experiments
were conducted to examine the question “Is the MTM
universally applicable?” Specifically, we focused on
whether there are different patterns of decision results
found in China’s collectivist culture. Study 1 supported
the MTM’s WOA hypothesis, while study 2 partly sup-
ported the DUS hypothesis of the MTM. The current study
provides initial evidence for the validity of using the worst
outcome avoidance (WOA) hypothesis of MTM among
China’s collectivist culture, indicating that the WOA
hypothesis MTM may be applied universally.
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