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Previous studies showed that people are more willing to express prejudiced attitudes towards others 

when their past behavior has established their credentials as non-prejudiced persons. We examined 

this moral licensing effect in organizational contexts on a sample of 318 elementary school 

teachers. First, participants were given the opportunity to disagree with a set of discriminatory 

sentences. Next, all participants were required to express their attitudes towards hiring a disabled 

person for a specific job within the educational working environment in a hypothetical scenario. 

We also investigated the associations of participants' decisions with other personal characteristics 

such as gender, age, and previous contact with persons with disabilities. We found that participants 

in the moral licensing condition expressed a stronger endorsement of the discriminatory decisional 

alternative. Results are discussed concerning the educational context regarding the inclusion of 

people with physical or mental disabilities within the academic working environment. 
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Introduction 

 

 

When the day is over, and we finally get back home 

from a long time spent at work, many of us think we 

should get some reward. For some of us, the reward is 

laying on the couch all evening, watching our favorite TV 

show, even though there is a lot to do around the house. 

For others, it is that piece of cake we thought about all 

week, after a strict diet. Allowing ourselves such 

indulgences, often in the opposite moral direction than a 

previous ethical behavior, defines the moral licensing 

effect.  

Especially in organizational contexts, people enjoy 

presenting themselves as good, therefore positive 

individuals, usually trying to maintain a positive image of 

themselves, for both them and their social audience, 

concurrently with the need for moral self-representation 

(Schlenker, 1980; Steele, 1988). Managers and researchers 

have invested considerable effort into understanding 

organizational social responsibility, ethical behavior, and 

the mechanisms involved in various work environments. 

We aimed to explore the academic environment's moral 

licensing effect, namely the potentially biased attitudes 

towards hiring people with physical or mental disabilities, 

determined by previously gained moral credentials. 

 

Moral licensing 
People generally try to keep their moral balance 

through good or bad deeds that sometimes allow them to 

act in specific ways. According to Merrit, Effron, and 

Monin (2010), "past good deeds can liberate individuals to 

engage in behaviors that are immoral, unethical, or 

otherwise problematic, behaviors that they would 

otherwise avoid for fear of feeling or appearing immoral." 

(p.344). Therefore, moral licensing is thought to be the 

trigger mechanism of many negative behaviors. In the 

specific examples presented by Blanken, van de Ven, 

Zeelenberg, and Meijers  (2014), moral licensing refers, for 

instance, to the fact that, after recalling positive events, 

people tend to cheat more (Jordan, Mullen, & Murnighan, 

2011; Mazar & Zhong, 2010) or choose unhealthy food 

instead of healthy choices (Mukhopadhyay, Sengupta & 

Ramanathan, 2008). In other studies exploring the moral 

licensing effect researchers found that individuals who 

have written stories about themselves using a list of 
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positive adjectives (e.g., generous) would donate less 

money for charity and would participate less in green 

actions (such as eco-friendly behaviors), comparing to 

those who wrote criticizing stories, using negative words to 

describe oneself (such as greedy, disloyal) (Sachdeva, 

Iliev, & Monin, 2009).  

Recent meta-analyses related to the moral licensing 

effect explored several factors and explanatory models. 

Though Blanken and his collaborators (2015) did not find 

consistent evidence for potential moderators of the moral 

licensing effect in their meta-analyses, Simbrunner and 

Schlegelmilch (2017) confirmed two potential moderators, 

namely the cultural moderation of the studied population 

and the type of control condition (neutral vs. immoral) for 

the previous behavior. The authors suggested that 

participants' socialization background significantly 

impacted their moral self-concept, therefore shaping - 

through culture - their moral self-concept. Still, while these 

two meta-analytic studies found a small-to-medium size of 

the moral licensing effect, Kuper and Bott's meta-analyses 

(2019) suggested that this effect may be non-existent or 

very small and that previous findings might have been 

affected by publication bias.  

Job hiring is one of the particular organizational 

contexts in which the moral licensing effect has been 

explored (Effron, Cameron, & Monin, 2009; Monin & 

Miller, 2001). Results showed that participants who 

anticipated performing a moral action in the future 

displayed more racial bias than the control group, 

demonstrating that anticipating a future moral act licenses 

people to behave immorally in the present, suggesting that 

the very perception of morality encloses various concepts, 

including past and future behavior (Cascio & Plant, 2015). 

Also, Monin and Miller's (2001) results suggested that 

people are more willing to express morally ambiguous 

attitudes when their past behavior has established their 

credentials as moral persons. Moreover, their findings 

demonstrated that credentials can increase people's 

willingness to express a prejudiced attitude and that "they 

can also do so even when the behavior on which these 

credentials are based cannot reasonably be viewed as 

highly diagnostic of non-prejudiced" (2001, p. 40).  

Various moral mechanisms have been explored in 

several areas of research. For example, some studies 

focused on students' attitudes to the inclusion of people 

with disabilities in the community (e.g., Schwartz & 

Armony-Sivan, 2001).  Some researchers (e.g., Gilbride, 

Stensrud, Vandergoot, & Golden, 2003; Nota, Santilli, 

Ginevra, & Soresi, 2013) explored the characteristics of 

work environments and employers' openness to hiring and 

accommodating people with disabilities, but only a few of 

them focused on employees' attitudes. A review on factors 

affecting the acceptance of people with disabilities at work 

was conducted by Vornholt, Uitdewilligen, and Nijhuis 

(2013), and the authors explored 48 articles on this matter. 

However, only 8% of the analyzed articles used 

experimental designs, and none of them explored moral 

mechanisms such as the moral licensing effect. Therefore, 

our study would be the first to explore how moral licensing 

mechanisms affect the acceptance of people with physical 

or mental disabilities in academic work environments. 

 

Perception of Disability in Work-Related Contexts: 
Associated Factors 

Disability is a complex concept defined in many 

various ways, but expressing one general idea: 

"impairments, activity limitations and participation 

restrictions, referring to the negative aspects of the 

interaction between an individual (with a health condition) 

and that individual's contextual factors" (WHO, 2011, p.4). 

For people with disabilities, employment is particularly 

important: because of their disability, people often feel 

socially isolated (Isaac, Raja, & Ravanan, 2010; O'Grady, 

Pleasence, Balmer, Buck, & Genn, 2004), and having a job 

is one of the opportunities to reduce this isolation (Hall, 

2010). Even though sickness and disability policies are 

frequently present in the policy agendas of many countries 

around the world (Böheim & Leoni, 2017), according to 

the World Report on Disability (2019), only 53 % men and 

20 % women with disabilities, compared to 65 % non-

disabled men and 30 % non-disabled women, are actually 

employed. 

Evidence from the British Social Attitudes Survey 

(Staniland, 2011) showed that a) people generally consider 

disabled individuals as less capable than non-disabled 

ones; b) disabled people are considered less productive 

than the non-disabled; c) people feel least comfortable 

around individuals with learning disabilities or mental 

health conditions, in situations where disabled people were 

in positions of authority (e.g., a member of the Parliament, 

the boss at work). Still, contrary to this perception, several 

researchers have repeatedly shown that disabled employees 

(a) perform as well (if not better) than non-disabled 

employees, (b) do not have higher absenteeism than those 

without disabilities, and (c) have better safety records than 

their non-disabled colleagues (Greenwood & Johnson, 

1987). Furthermore, research has shown that most job 

accommodations for people with disabilities are relatively 

inexpensive (Braddock & Bachlder, 1994). 

Theory and research on physical attractiveness (Stone, 

Stone, & Dipboye, 1992) suggested that the more 

unattractive or repulsive the disability (e.g., facial 

disfigurement or inability to control bodily functions), the 

more negative others' reactions may be. That is," when a 

disability is perceived as unattractive, observers are likely 

to classify disabled individuals as undesirable, and they are 

more likely to exhibit negative behavioral responses 

toward the person (i.e., avoid or exclude the disabled 

individual from workgroup activities)" (Stone & Colella, 

1996, p.362). Extrapolating to the organizational 

environments, it can be assumed that the more unattractive 

the employee's disability, the chances for the disabled 

individuals with an unattractive disability to be assigned to 

jobs involving teamwork or interaction with customers are 

lower (Stone & Colella, 1996). 

 

Origin and type of disability 
A generous amount of research demonstrated that 

people vary in their adverse reactions toward individuals 

with different disabilities (Combs & Omvig, 1986). More 

specifically, people generally have more favorable attitudes 

toward people with physical disabilities than individuals 

with mental disabilities (Cook, 1998). Rubin and Roessler's 

results (1983) revealed a more positive attitude toward 

mentally disabled persons than individuals with a history 

of psychiatric disabilities. Weiner, Perry, and Magnusson 

(2011) showed that participants were more willing to help 

the physically impaired group than the mental–behavioral 

group. Corrigan et al.'s results on the matter (2000) 

suggested that people with mental–behavioral impairments 

are perceived as more responsible for their disorders and 

less worthy of pity to those with physical conditions. 

Finally, people with a mental illness may also be perceived 

as more "sick" or "sad" than people with physical 
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disabilities (Berven & Driscoll, 1981) and receive a 

different, harsher treatment (Farina, Gliha, Bourdreau, Ale, 

& Sherman, 1971); meanwhile, people in wheelchairs may 

evoke entirely different reactions: they are believed to be 

courageous and highly motivated, even if seen as bitter 

(Stone & Colella, 1996). 

Wendell (1989) suggested that people might perceive 

differently other individuals with disabilities, according to 

how society in general recognizes (or not) a disability. For 

example, dwarfism is not always considered a disability by 

dwarfs and other public members (Shakespeare, Thompson 

& Wright, 2010; Thompson, Shakespeare & Wright, 2008). 

Moreover, one's "disabled" status is generally determined 

by other non-disabled individuals (Wendell, 1989) and, in 

some cases, "people who encounter disabling barriers are 

not considered disabled because other members of the 

public do not recognize their disabling conditions" 

(Thompson, Shakespeare, & Wright, 2008, p.3). Some 

"invisible" disabilities, like mental conditions (e.g., 

depression), are also subject to biased perceptions and 

cultural beliefs. Because they do not "fit" into the visible 

category of disabilities, people with invisible disabilities 

(chronic illnesses included) are often perceived "not quite 

ill but not quite healthy, almost disabled and almost abled, 

both very nearly normal and very nearly deviant" (Moss & 

Dyck, 2002, p.33). 

Mangili, Ponteri, Buizza, and Rossi (2004) reviewed 

the attitudes toward disabilities and mental illness in work 

settings. Their results indicated that people with severe 

mental illness or disabilities have very limited chances to 

enter the job market, which is related to employers' 

discriminating attitudes. Their review suggested that the 

socio-demographic and organizational characteristics, 

which are significantly more related to the employers' 

positive attitudes, are related to the company's size, 

previous positive contact with people with disabilities, and 

employers' high educational level. Negative attitudes 

towards disability are significant barriers against the 

integration of disabled people. Van Der Klift et al. (1994) 

showed that "when disability is seen as the main element of 

a person, many of the unique and human aspects of that 

person are diminished. When all we see is needs and 

deficiencies, we see everything that person cannot do" 

(p.339). 

Vornholt et al. (2018) reviewed the literature on 

disability and employment, and their data suggested that 

many employers do not consider people with disabilities a 

valuable resource in their workforce, in line with previous 

results (e.g., Niehaus & Bauer, 2013). Some of the biased 

perceptions toward workers with disabilities are related to 

1) the capacities of employees with disabilities (Burge, 

Ouellette-Kuntz & Lysaght, 2007; Ross, 2004); 2) the 

perception of the disabled as being helpless, with no 

development perspectives (Prins, 2013); and 3) their ability 

to deliver a similar level of performance as their 

colleagues. Individuals with mental disorders are especially 

vulnerable to experience stigma because their disability is 

invisible (Bos, Kanner, Muris, Janssen, & Mayer, 2009). 

Generally, people with mental disorders are denied jobs 

(Toth & Dewa, 2014) are considered dangerous, deviant, 

and aggressive and usually generate fear and irritation in 

others (Bos et al., 2009). 

Gender, age, and previous contact 
People's attitudes towards the disabled are related to a 

series of factors such as personality variables (e.g., 

ethnocentrism, authoritarianism or positive self-concept), 

demographic variables (e.g., age, gender) or the type of 

disability, perceived through controllability and stability 

(Chan, Livneh, Pruett, Wang, & Zheng, 2009). In terms of 

gender, results were conflicting: on the one hand, some 

researchers suggested that women displayed more 

favorable attitudes toward people with disabilities than 

men (Yker & Block, 1986) meanwhile Chen, Brodwin, 

Cardoso, and Chan (2002) found no gender difference in 

Americans' attitudes toward people with disabilities. Their 

results indicated more positive attitudes among young 

children and adults and less favorable attitudes among 

adolescents and older adults. 

According to Cook (1978), contact situations allow the 

opportunity to gather specific information about other 

outgroup members and disabled individuals. Information 

about disability and previous contact may result in 

perceiving the disabled as individuals rather than members 

of a stereotyped group. Previous research regarding the 

influence of the previous contact with the disabled 

presented mixed data (Anderson & Antonak, 1992; 

Schneider & Anderson, 1980; Yker & Hurley, 1987). 

Therefore, further research is needed to explore the effect 

of the previous contact on co-workers' acceptance of 

disabled individuals in organizations. 

 

 

The present study 

 

Our study focused on the licensing effect in the context 

of discrimination against physically and psychologically 

impaired persons. Monin and Miller (2001) demonstrated 

that people are more willing to express attitudes that could 

be viewed as prejudiced when their past behavior has 

established their credentials as non-prejudiced persons. Our 

aim, however, was to test this hypothesis in an academic 

working environment, exploring the effect of moral 

licensing on the acceptance of people with physical 

disabilities (e.g., spinal cord injury) and mental issues (e.g., 

depression). Additionally, we explored a series of 

correlates of this acceptance, such as gender and age of the 

respondents, previous contact with a person with 

disabilities, and the type of physical disability they would 

have to accept as co-workers. 

Previous data showed that teachers' attitudes towards 

integration/inclusion were strongly influenced by the 

nature and severity of the disabling condition presented to 

them (child-related variables) and less by teacher-related 

variables (Avramidis & Norwich, 2002). Furthermore, 

results suggested that educational environment-related 

variables, such as the availability of physical and human 

support, were found to be associated with attitudes toward 

inclusion. Still, until the present moment, there is no 

available data on teachers' attitude toward the inclusion of 

a disabled peer, following the moral licensing effect. Our 

assumption was that, after establishing their credentials as 

non-prejudiced persons, teachers would be more willing to 

express biased attitudes towards the disabled, especially 

toward an individual with a mental condition, such as 

clinical depression. 

We chose dwarfism and spinal cord injuries (people in 

wheelchairs), along with depression, in order to test our 

hypotheses. Both dwarfism and spinal cord injuries 

resulted in immobility are visible physical disabilities, in 

contrast to depression, which is an invisible mental 

condition. Therefore, we assumed that significant 

differences might be determined by each of these three 

conditions' characteristics. 
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Method 

 

Participants 
The initial sample consisted of 342 teachers from 

several elementary schools in Romania. A number of 24 

participants who provided incomplete data were excluded 

from the analysis (casewise deletion). The final sample was 

formed by 318 participants, aged between 25 and 63 years 

(Mage=37.11; SD=9.57). The only inclusion criterion was 

a minimum of one-year teaching experience in a public 

Romanian school. There were no other exclusion criteria. 

Our research sample was formed mostly by women 

(71.4%). Their specialization varied from mathematics to 

arts and sports and their education level and their work 

experience. 

 

Measures and procedures 
The study was carried out in nine elementary schools 

based on the eastern side of Romania. The participants 

were recruited directly via personal visits to their 

workplace. All surveys were conducted voluntarily. All 

participants voluntarily participated in the study and gave 

written informed consent following the Declaration of 

Helsinki and the national laws from Romania regarding 

ethical conduct in scientific research, technological 

development, and innovation. The study was approved by 

the Ethics Committee from the university where the 

authors are affiliated.  

All participants signed consent forms, and the study 

was presented as an exploratory study of the employees' 

views regarding the effectiveness of several European-

funded programs for the integration of people with 

disabilities. Because of our use of deception in terms of the 

study's purpose, at the beginning of our research, we told 

participants that the information they would receive during 

the research may not be complete and that they will be 

fully informed upon the incomplete details. Participants 

completed all measures anonymously in order to protect 

their confidentiality. The demographic scale contained 

details about gender, age, type of school they work in 

(inclusive or non-inclusive), and previous contact with 

persons with disabilities. Our experimental plan had a 3 

(some/most/control) X 3 (spinal cord injury (wheelchair) / 

dwarfism/ clinical depression) between-subjects design. 

The moral licensing effect and the expression of 

prejudice were explored using an adapted version of the 

procedure previously used by Monin and Miller (2001). 

Specifically, participants first indicated whether they 

consider each of four negative statements about people 

with disabilities to be right or wrong. We manipulated 

these statements' wording, in a manner that all four of them 

referred either to "most" or to "some" people with 

disabilities. The exact wording of the statements in the two 

conditions was as follows: 

1. Some/Most people with disabilities are better off at 
home. 
2. The best job for some/most people with disabilities is 
anything that can be done at their home, such as sewing or 
painting. 
3. Some/Most people with disabilities need another person 
to protect them. 
4. Some/Most people with disabilities are not really smart. 

The "some" versus "most" manipulation was first used 

by Salancik and Conway (1975). In their study, the authors 

manipulated agreements to behavioral statements by 

phrasing them either with the qualifier "frequently" or with 

"on occasion". Following Salancik and Conway's logic and 

Monin and Miller's research procedure, we expected that 

the "some" and the "most" items will generate different 

disagreement rates. More specifically, we expected 

participants to disagree (to answer that the phrase was 

false) to more statements when the list used the "most" 

phrasing than when it is used the "some" wording. 

Following the moral licensing effect theory, we expected 

that, because they disagreed with more statements, 

participants would most likely feel that they had stronger 

credentials as non-discriminators. Therefore, they would be 

more willing to express a prejudicial preference in the 

following stage. Participants in the control group did not 

receive any statements before the measurement of the 

dependent variable. Once they expressed their agreement 

or disagreement with the "most/some" statements, 

participants read the following scenario: 

Imagine that you are the manager of a private 
elementary school. Last year was a particularly 
good one, and after you invested a lot in growing 
its capacity from 250 students in 10 classes to 750 
in 30 classes, you realize you must hire additional 
personnel due to the growing number of parents 
willing to pay a considerable amount of money in 
order to benefit from what the school has to offer. 
The available teaching jobs require very good 
communications skills, instruction skills, patience, 
creativity, and, of course, people skills. Teachers 
will have to create lesson plans and teach those 
plans to the entire class, individually to students or 
in small groups, track student progress and 
present the information to parents, create tests, 
create and reinforce classroom rules, work with 
the school's administration, prepare students for 
standardized tests, and manage students outside 
the classroom, such as in school hallways, 
detention, etc. Also, because of the high standards 
implied by the school, you decide to give the 
teachers one of the top-five salaries in the field. 
Do you feel that this job would suit people with a) 
physical disability, such as a spinal cord injury 
that led to legs paralysis? (condition 1) b) a 
physical disability, such as dwarfism? (condition 
2) or c) a mental issue, such as depression? 
(condition 3).  

Following Monin and Miller's exact measurement 

procedure, participants answered the final question on a 7-

point continuous scale ranging from yes, much better for 
people with disabilities (-3) to yes, much better for people 
without disabilities (3), with a midpoint labeled No, I do 
not feel this way at all (0). 

 

Results 

We used the 21 version of the IBM SPSS Statistics 

version 21 to test our hypotheses. Means and standard 

deviations for the main variables are presented in Table 1. 

 
Manipulation check  

To establish whether the phrasing manipulation had the 

expected effect, an ANOVA analysis was computed with 

participants' disagreement of the four negative statements 

about people with disabilities as a dependent variable. The 

credentials manipulation had the anticipated effect on 

disagreement rates: Participants responded false 

(disagreed) to more statements in the "most" condition (M 

= 1.15) than in the "some" condition (M = 1.88); F (l, 220) 

= 11.79, p=.001). 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics for main variables 

 N m SD % 

Participants     

Gender: female 227   71.40% 

Gender: male 91   28.60% 

Age  37.11 9.57  

Previous contact     

Yes 271   85.20% 

No 47   14.80% 

Type of disability     

Spinal cord injury 113   35.50% 

Dwarfism 110   34.60% 

Depression 95   29.90% 

Credentials     

Most 107   33.60% 

Some 114   35.80% 

Base line 97   30.50% 

Note: N = 318 

 

Effect of credentials.  
We assumed that participants in the "most" condition 

would be more likely than those in the "some" condition 

and in the control condition to deviate from the non-

discriminatory mid-point option and express a preference 

for hiring a non-disabled person. To test this hypothesis, 

we analyzed participants' attitudes in a 3 X 3 factorial 

ANOVA, crossing type of disability (spinal cord 

injury/wheelchair, dwarfism, and depression) with the 

condition (most, some, and control). We also controlled for 
participants' gender, age, and previous contact with a 

person with disabilities by entering them as covariates, in 

light of previous studies, which revealed their associations 

with one's attitude towards the disabled. 

The analysis yielded a main effect for credentials, F (2, 

306) = 11.41, p< .001; partial eta-squared (ηp2) = .069). 

The post-hoc tests with Bonferroni correction showed that 

participants in the "most" condition favored a non-disabled 

person more (M = .80, SD =.14) than those in the "some" 

(M = -.04, SD = .14) and those in the control condition (M 

= -.01, SD=.15, both ps< .01). Cohen's d for the 

comparison between the moral licensing condition (in 

which the phrase "most" was used) and the control 

condition, which we computed in order to compare the size 

of the moral licensing effect emerged in our study with 

those reported in similar investigations in this area, was 

.55.  

We also found a main effect of type of disability (F (2, 

306) = 10.23, p<.001; ηp2 = .063). Participants rated 

people in wheelchairs as less suitable for the job (M =.73; 

SD =.14) than candidates with dwarfism (M = -1.30; SD 

=.14, p< .001) or depression (M =.15, SD =.15, p = .04). 

These main effects were also qualified by a significant 

interaction between type of disability and credentials (F (4, 

306) = 5.99, p<.001; ηp2 = .073). Participants' attitudes 

towards hiring a disabled person by moral credentials 

manipulation and type of disability are represented in 

Figure 1.  

Further analysis showed that the moral licensing 

manipulation had similar effects in all the three groups 

defined by different disabilities, with participants in the 

"most" credentials group expressing more negative 
attitudes towards accepting people with disabilities 

compared to the other two conditions. On the other hand, 

the person in a wheelchair was less preferred for the job 

than the candidate with dwarfism in the "most" and the 

control conditions, while in the "some" condition, the 

candidate with depression was the least preferred among 

the three types of disability. Age, gender, and previous 

interaction with a person with a disability did not 

significantly impact the acceptance or rejection of people 

with disabilities in educational working environments (all 

ps> .05). 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Attitudes towards hiring a disabled person (from -3 

= much better for people with disabilities to 3 = much better 

for people without disabilities), by moral credentials 

manipulation and type of disability. Error bars represent 

standard errors. 

 

Discussion 

 

We tested Monin & Miller's (2001) hypothesis, which 

stated that people are more willing to express prejudiced 

attitudes when their past behavior has established their 

credentials as non-prejudiced persons. We explored this 

assumption in an academic working environment, 

exploring the acceptance of people with physical 

disabilities (spinal cord injury and dwarfism) and mental 

issues (depression) at work in a sample of Romanian 

elementary school teachers. Our results supported the 

credentials hypothesis. Participants who were provided 

with the opportunity to disagree with four discriminatory 

statements about people with disabilities were 

subsequently more likely to indicate that a teacher's job 

(and also the manager of a private school) was better suited 

for a non-disabled individual, comparing to participants 

who first responded to less discriminatory statements about 

individuals with disabilities. More specifically, the 

opportunity to disagree with discriminatory items gave 

participants the feeling they had already demonstrated that 

they were not prejudicial, thereby liberating them to 

respond more honestly on the dependent measure. 

 

Type of disability 
Type of disability generated significant variations in 

participants' attitudes: participants rated people in 

wheelchairs as the least suitable for the proposed position 

and people with dwarfism as the most suitable. Both 

dwarfism and spinal cord injuries are visible, physical 

disabilities, and Cook (1998) showed that people generally 

have more favorable attitudes toward people with physical 

disabilities compared to individuals with mental 

disabilities. In our case, the main effect of type of 

disabilities showed that the least accepted group was the 

one in a wheelchair, and not the depressed group (a less 

visible, non-physical disability).  

Stone & Colella (1996) suggested that people in 

wheelchairs may evoke opposite reactions: they can be 

perceived as courageous and highly motivated, or they can 

be perceived as bitter individuals, therefore unsuitable to 

work with children. Moreover, the more "unattractive" the 
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employee's disability, the greater chances get disabled 

individuals with an unattractive disability not being 

assigned to jobs involving teamwork or interaction with 

customers (Stone & Colella, 1996). Thus, individuals in 

wheelchairs may be considered less "attractive" for the 

teaching job, comparing to people with dwarfism and 

depression, and therefore, least suitable to interact with 

students.  

On the other hand, in line with Prins's (2013) results, 

our findings could stem from another negative perception 

of disabled people as helpless and lacking future 

development capacities. Therefore, in an educational 

setting such as ours, teachers might consider that disabled 

individuals may be biased, negative models for children. 

We already know that many employers do not consider 

people with disabilities a valuable resource in their 

workforce (Niehaus & Bauer, 2013), and our sample of 

elementary school teachers enforce this belief through the 

present results. 

The finding that the candidate with dwarfism was 

perceived as the most suitable among the three disabled 

people, both overall and in two of the experimental 

conditions associated with our manipulation of moral 

licensing, could be related to previous results that suggest 

that dwarfism is not always considered to be a disability by 

others (Thompson, Shakespeare & Wright, 2008). 

Moreover, certain similarities between some of the aspects 

in the job description (working with children) and the 

dwarfism condition might be significant: if children would 

learn from an adult with more physical similarities (in 

terms of height), maybe the connection would be a faster 

one, and the actual educational process may reflect more 

positive outcomes. Still, further studies should explore this 

variable by first examining participants' perception of each 

disability, especially in dwarfism. 

Age, gender, and previous interaction with a person 

with a disability did not significantly impact the acceptance 

or rejection of people with disabilities in educational 

working environments. In terms of gender, our results 

support previous findings such as the ones reported by 

Chen, Brodwin, Cardoso, and Chan (2002), who found no 

gender differences in people's attitudes toward individuals 

with disabilities but contradict others, which showed that 

women displayed more favorable attitudes toward people 

with disabilities than men (Yuker & Block, 1986). 

Nevertheless, when it comes to age, our data does not 

support Chen et al.'s findings (2002), displaying a non-

significant age effect on the acceptance or rejection of a 

person with a disability in an educational working 

environment.  

Another factor with no significant association with the 

acceptance of people with disabilities in educational 

working environments was previous interaction with 

persons with disabilities. This contradicts Cook's (1978) 

theory, which states that information about individuals 

with disabilities, gathered through previous interactions, 

may perceive the disabled as individuals rather than 

members of a stereotyped group. Moreover, most of the 

participants in our sample reported previous contact with 

persons with disabilities (85.2%) since many of the 

teachers in our sample worked in a school where children 

with disabilities were integrated among children with no 

disabilities. Inclusive and integrative schools provide free 

training and educational programs for teachers working 

with disabilities; therefore, these teachers should possess 

more information than non-inclusive school teachers 

regarding disabilities. Consequently, we expected a higher 

rate of acceptance of disabled individuals among these 

teachers. The absence of such an influence may again 

prove the power of moral credentials gained through the 

moral licensing effect. Once they established their non-

prejudiced status, people seem to ignore what they know 

about others and care more about what they know about 

themselves, their new moral credentials allowing them to 

express morally ambiguous tendencies. 

 

Cultural issues and limitations 
Simbrunner and Schlegelmilch (2017) confirmed the 

cultural context as a moderator of the moral licensing 

mechanism, their meta-analysis emphasizing specific 

differences between eastern and western cultures, such as 

the North Americans, Asian, and Western European 

populations. Their analyses suggested that the moral 

licensing effect was higher in American participants 

compared to Western Europeans and that acquired moral 

credentials had the opposite effect among Asians (i.e., 

moral consistency). The present research is one of few 

licensing studies conducted in the Central and East 

European countries, and therefore its findings are relevant 

for the topic of the cultural moderation of the phenomenon 

of moral licensing. At least within the Romanian culture, 

the communist regime had a substantial impact on its 

citizens' values system; therefore, the differences between 

the Eastern and the Western Europeans should be 

considered when attempting to understand moral thinking 

and ethical concerns, such as the moral licensing domain.  

Additionally, the value of Cohen's d of the comparison 

between our moral licensing condition and the control 

condition indicates that the magnitude of the moral 

licensing effect in our study (i.e. 0.55 Cohen's d) is larger 

than the average one found by recent meta-analyses of the 

research in this area, specifically the 0.31 generalized 

effect size reported by Simbrunner and Schlegelmilch 

(2017) and Blanken, van de Ven & Zeelenberg (2015). 

This might be related to the closer proximity of the 

Romanian culture to the North American one than to the 

Western European, especially on one cultural coordinate 

suggested by these meta-analyses as important for the ways 

that culture moderates the moral licensing phenomenon, 

namely the importance of religiosity. As the World Values 

Survey (2014) indicates, Romania is similar to the US in 

the importance attached to religion in life, and both are 

much higher on this scale than the Western European 

countries, a difference that corresponds to the variations in 

the magnitude of the moral licensing effect between studies 

on North American and those on Western European 

samples (Simbrunner & Schlegelmilch, 2017; Blanken et 

al., 2015). 

Nevertheless, apart from its relevance concerning the 

cultural variations of moral licensing, our study is limited 

in offering novel insights into this phenomenon itself or the 

processes underlying it. Another limitation is the use of a 

convenience sample; therefore our study's findings are not 

generalizable to other settings due to our inability to 

control the representativeness of this particular group of 

teachers (Crossman, 2018). Also, or sample group was 

consisted by elementary school teachers only. Even though 

they may have the same academic background as high-

school teachers or university teachers, the fact they work 

daily with children aged 6 to 14 only is an important 

limitation for our study due to the manipulation of our 

dependent variable. Further studies should consider using a 

larger sample, covering all classes of teachers to increase 
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its representativeness and explore potential differences 

between the groups. 

Another limit is our factorial design's low statistical 

power when assessed in reference to the small-to-medium 

effect size found by previous meta-analytical research in 

the moral licensing field. A G*power (Faul, Erdfelder, 

Lang & Buchner, 2007) analysis using as target effect size 

Cohen's d = 0.31 indicated that the total sample size 

required to have 80% statistical power to find an effect of 

this size with our 3 x 3 factorial design would be 502 

(around 56 participants per condition). The results of a post 

hoc power analysis using the same target effect size 

indicate that the post-hoc comparisons between the 

conditions defined by the interaction of the two factors of 

our study only have 57% statistical power. 

Another potential limitation is related to how we 

presented the hiring scenario when we measured our 

dependent variable. We stated that the job description was 

for a private school, while our participants were all 

teachers in public schools. The general perception of public 

versus private schools in Romania is that private schools 

imply expensive costs, while public education is free but 

has higher standards both in teachers and teaching 

methods. Therefore, teachers in the public system may 

assume that private school settings may be closed for 

teachers with disabilities, considering them unfit to fulfill 

their standards. Future studies should also consider this 

particularity among participants. 

 

Conclusion 
To conclude, the present study revealed a moral 

licensing effect amplifying discrimination against disabled 

candidates in an educational work setting: teachers who 

were first given the opportunity to affirm their non-

prejudicial attitudes towards the disabled were less willing 

to consider a disabled person for a teaching position. 

Candidates with spinal cord injuries were mainly targeted 

by discriminatory tendencies, both in the group in which 

moral licensing was induced and in the control condition. 

Overall, our findings indicate that open-mindedness 

towards the disabled can be followed by increased 

tendencies to express prejudiced attitudes towards them in 

the workplace. Thus, the interventions aimed at reducing 

prejudices in the organizational contexts should be 

carefully designed to control this paradoxical backlash of 

discrimination against the disabled. 
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