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1 | INTRODUCTION

A challenging debate in the recruitment and selection literature con-
cerns the issue of employment discrimination. This debate started
more than 50 years ago in the United States and led to the devel-
opment of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. This Act rendered discrim-
ination illegal and made prosecution possible. The Act was refined
in 1991, translated into different laws and directives (e.g., European
legislation) and picked up by organizations, who developed policies
for equal employment opportunities, regardless of race, cultural
background, and color or religion (Wilson & lles, 1999).

In this study, we focus on racial discrimination as racial minorities
remain a strongly targeted group for discrimination in the workplace
(Deitch et al., 2003). In response to this, equal opportunity policies
were developed and showed some success. Policy implementation
changed the behavior of gatekeepers (i.e., recruiters) within compa-
nies, resulting in an increase in minority members hired in personnel
selection (e.g., Colarelli, Poole, Unterborn, & D’Souza, 2010). Yet, re-

cent studies warned for an important possible flipside to this success.

| Lieven Brebels?

Building on the moral licensing literature, this paper examines whether highlighting the
successful implementation of an equal opportunities policy in a company leads to cov-
ert forms of discrimination in hiring decisions (i.e., expressing a preference for a white
candidate over an equally qualified black/Moroccan candidate in an ambiguous con-
text). Furthermore, moral self-image is indirectly tested as a possible underlying mecha-
nism. Two scenario studies first revealed that covert discrimination is more likely after
highlighting a successful implementation of an equal opportunities policy in the com-
pany (study 1) and that elevated levels of moral self-image are related to covert discrimi-
nation (study 2). Subsequently, a field study revealed that the presence of successful

equal opportunities policies positively related to employees’ moral self-image (study 3).

inclusion/diversity, legal/regulatory context, selection/placement

While overt forms of discrimination (e.g., openly expressing prejudices
toward certain groups) are reduced (Schuman, Steeh, Bobo, & Krysan,
1997), more covert or subtle forms of discrimination (e.g., covering the
expression of prejudices as neutral or even moral behavior) are not
(Sue, 2010; Sue et al., 2007). This may be due to two reasons. First,
since covert forms of discrimination are less visible and more diffi-
cult to attribute to prejudices, they are easily overlooked and cannot
(all) be covered by policymaking. As a result, covert discrimination still
allows prejudiced judgment and decision-making without the fear of
(legal) prosecution. Second and more importantly, we argue that the
presence of a successfully implemented policy may in itself provoke
covert discrimination and thus be responsible for an increase in covert
types of discrimination. Specifically, we bring forward the counterin-
tuitive idea that covert discrimination can be even more likely to occur
when successfully installed equal opportunities policies are made sa-
lient. In this way, a decrease in overt forms of discrimination could in
itself stimulate more covert forms of discrimination.

We build our theorizing on the mechanism of moral licensing, stat-

ing that a prior moral deed can increase the moral self-image of the
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actor, which subsequently allows the actor to relax moral strivings,
and thus to engage in less moral behavior on the next occasion (Monin
& Miller, 2001). We focus in this study on covert discrimination, de-
fined as discriminatory behavior that can be justified by the context
as neutral or even moral behavior. This definition is derived from the
moral credentials model of moral licensing which states that in con-
texts in which two competing explanations (i.e., one moral and one
less moral) are possible for immoral behavior, the actor can easily give
a moral rationale for acting immoral. In the moral licensing literature,
this kind of behavior is also labeled “ambiguous behavior” since it is
enacted in an ambiguous context (Merritt, Effron, & Monin, 2010).
We add to the moral licensing literature in several ways. First, we
lift the idea of moral licensing from the individual level to the policy
level. We argue that not only individual (Monin & Miller, 2001) or
group past behavior (Kouchaki, 2011) but also the policy of a com-
pany can offer a moral license to express prejudices toward a black/
Morrocan candidate in a hiring scenario (study 1). This may have
important implications for organizations who have successfully im-
plemented an equal opportunities policy in their company. Second,
we try to offer indirect evidence for the underlying mechanism of
the moral self-image. Besides testing whether an increased moral
self-image can lead to expression of prejudice (study 2), this study is
the first to test whether the presence and success of equal oppor-
tunities policies in an organization can increase the moral self-image
of employees (study 3). Understanding the underlying mechanism is
important in order to develop possible interventions and direct the

behavior of employees toward more moral behavior.

2 | EFFECTIVENESS OF DIVERSITY
POLICIES

The Civil Rights Movement in America and Europe resulted in leg-
islation that renders hiring discrimination of racial minorities illegal
(Besley & Payne, 2013). Many organizations responded to these laws
by implementing diversity policies, also referred to as affirmative ac-
tion plans (AAPs, Kravitz, 2008). The purpose of these policies is to
offer equal employment opportunities to all individuals, regardless
of demographic variables, such as gender, age, and race among other.

These policies vary in terms of strength. Whereas some policies
only focus on disregarding these demographics in hiring decisions
(i.e., equal opportunities policies), others explicitly focus on giving a
preferential treatment to individuals from the disadvantaged group
(i.e., opportunity enhancement policies). There is much controversy
with respect to the latter types of AAPs. Not only is strong pref-
erential treatment only legal under certain conditions (see Pyburn,
Ployhart, & Kravitz, 2008), applicants and employees also tend to
respond more negatively toward these types of policies (Harrison,
Kravitz, Mayer, Leslie, & Lev-Arey, 2006).

Equal opportunities policies are less debated and seem to yield
modest positive effects on increasing diversity. For example, Leonard
(1990) concluded on the basis of a review of decades of equal op-

portunity regulation that it helped to increase the participation of

minorities. Also, Colarelli and colleagues (2010) provided experimental
evidence for an increase in minority representation in the equal oppor-

tunities conditions compared to a neutral condition.

3 | AMBIGUITY OPENS THE DOOR FOR
COVERT DISCRIMINATION

Scholars, however, warned that one should not relax strivings for
equality as prior studies may have overlooked covert forms of dis-
crimination, which may still be prevalent (Sue, 2010; Sue et al.,
2007). Covert discrimination can take two forms. On the one hand,
it pertains to less noticeable behaviors, such as being less friendly
toward and limiting interaction duration with minority members
(King & Ahmad, 2010), or placing chairs at a larger distance when
conversing with minority members compared to majority mem-
bers (Madera & Hebl, 2013). These behaviors are ambiguous in
the sense that they are so subtle that they cannot clearly be re-
lated to prejudices. Other forms of covert discrimination are more
noticeable immoral behaviors that are enacted in an ambiguous
context, allowing the actor to explain the behavior in an alterna-
tive but equally moral way, and thus to appear moral (Monin &
Miller, 2001). The fact that individuals feel they can safely engage
in these behaviors while at the same time upholding the impres-
sion that they are “nonprejudiced” (Deitch et al., 2003), clears the
way for immoral behavior through the mechanism of moral licens-
ing and more specifically moral credentials. These behaviors are
the focus of this study.

Moral licensing refers to the idea that prior moral behavior may
liberate individuals to subsequently engage in morally dubious behav-
iors, without fearing to feel and/or appear discredited (Miller & Effron,
2010). A moral license can be acquired through two different mech-
anisms: moral credits and moral credentials. These mechanisms differ
in terms of the underlying rationale and their implications. The moral
credits mechanism uses a bank account as a metaphor: past good
deeds create credits on the account that can be used to engage in sub-
tle but also overt forms of discriminatory behavior. People feel entitled
to do this because they have earned the credits. More support has
been found for the moral credentials model, which is also the focus
of this study. This model shows that people are mostly more prudent
in engaging in discriminatory behaviors and only do this when they
can morally rationalize this behavior which means that this behavior
is seen as less immoral. In this model, the previous moral behavior
thus changes the way subsequent immoral behavior is construed. This
credential can be offered by a previous moral act where people could
establish oneself as an unbiased person. However, this mechanism
may be further facilitated in ambiguous contexts where multiple in-
terpretations of the same behavior are possible, for example, hiring
a white applicant in an ostensible hostile work environment for black
employees (Monin & Miller, 2001). Not only the previous moral behav-
ior but also this context allows to justify a less moral act as moral, and
literature shows that people are especially then more likely to license
(Brown et al., 2011; Merritt et al., 2010; Monin & Miller, 2001).
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For example, Monin and Miller (2001) showed that participants
who employed a black (vs. a white) candidate in a first selection task
were subsequently more likely to express stronger prejudices toward
black candidates for a position as police officer. Notably, the case
presented a hostile work environment for black employees, which al-
lowed participants to morally rationalize their decision. Brown et al.
(2011) extended this evidence by including both an ambiguous (i.e.,
short time slot to solve math equations) and a nonambiguous con-
dition (i.e., long time slot to solve the same math equations). These
authors showed that having a moral credential led to more cheating
behavior, but only in the ambiguous condition, when cheating could
easily be rationalized.

In this study, we argue that employees can derive a moral cre-
dential from “good” behavior of the company, such as having suc-
cessfully installed an equal opportunities policy. Not only are legal
rules followed but this also evidences that employees within the
company do not discriminate and thus align their behavior with
generally accepted social norms (Trevifio, Weaver, & Reynolds,
2006). Highlighting this “good behavior” to the employees within
the company, may offer them a license to engage in less moral
behavior and express more prejudices, especially when it can be
rationalized. This idea is also supported by Kouchaki (2011) who
showed that merely pointing out to students that they belong to a
morally superior group or informing students about prior nondis-
criminatory behavior of members of their group, offered them a
license to express prejudice toward a Hispanic applicant when the
context was ambiguous. Based on this literature, we formulated

the first hypothesis.

Hypothesis 1 Highlighting the successful implementation of an
equal opportunities policy leads to a stronger expression of ra-
cial prejudices compared to a neutral control condition, but only

when the context is ambiguous.

4 | THE ROLE OF AN INCREASED MORAL
SELF-IMAGE

The moral licensing literature suggests that the moral licens-
ing effect can be explained by increases in an individual’s moral
self-image. Behaving morally highlights the moral self-image of an
individual (Blasi, 1980; Monin & Miller, 2001). In the same way,
employees who are informed about a successful equal opportuni-
ties policy may experience a heightened level of moral self-image.
This elevated feeling of being moral may provide a lens through
which the neutral or even moral interpretation of less moral be-
havior in an ambiguous context becomes more likely (Mullen &
Monin, 2016).

Few studies have provided evidence for increases in moral self-
image as an underlying mechanism of moral licensing. Sachdeva,
lliev, and Medin (2009) primed a treatment group with nine moral
traits to make them feel more moral, which subsequently reduced

donation amounts compared to people that were not primed with
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moral traits. Cornelissen, Bashur, Rode, and Le Menestrel (2013)
showed that people who were asked to recall own moral actions
were more likely to cheat on the next occasion, which was explained
by a higher moral self-image compared to people who recalled im-
moral behavior.

Kouchaki (2011) showed that an increased moral self-image
could explain the discriminatory behavior of the morally superior
group compared to the control group.

Based on this literature, we formulated the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2 An increased moral self-image leads to a stronger
expression of racial prejudices.

Hypothesis 3 Employees perceptions of the extent to which
their organization successfully implemented an equal opportuni-

ties policy is positively related to their moral self-image.

We designed three studies to test our hypotheses. In study 1, we
set up a 2 x 2 design, manipulating information about a successful
implementation of an equal opportunities policy as well as ambiguity
of the context. We suggested that the expression of racial preju-
dices would be highest when highlighting a prior successful policy
implementation in combination with high contextual ambiguity (hy-
pothesis 1). In study 2, we tested whether higher levels of moral self-
image led to a stronger expression of racial prejudices (hypothesis
2). In study 3, we tested whether the presence of a successful policy
within the organization increases the moral self-image of partici-
pants (hypothesis 3).

5 | STUDY 1
5.1 | Method

5.1.1 | Sample and procedure

Participants were approached in two ways. Students who enrolled
in graduate courses on business administration were invited to
participate during class. Other participants were invited via so-
cial networks (Facebook and LinkedlIn). All participants completed
the experiment online, either in Dutch or in English. Translational
equivalence was ensured by the translation back-translation method
(Beaton, Bombardier, Guillemin, & Ferraz, 2000). Two native Dutch
speakers fluent in English translated the English study materials to
Dutch. Both translators then discussed differences and agreed on
a Dutch version. After that, two native English speakers fluent in
Dutch “back-translated” the Dutch version into the English version
and discussed differences in the final translation. Notably all transla-
tors were unfamiliar with the study.

In order to encourage participation, people could take part
in a raffle to win cinema tickets. In total, 115 people (44 male;
Mage =29.95, SDage =10.05, 86.1% Caucasian/white vs. 13.9% other
racial groups) participated in this study. Most of the participants
were students (42%) or employees (24%).
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Participants were informed that the purpose of the study was to
improve decision making in personnel selection. In order to ensure
ecological validity, participants were asked to imagine working for
a recruitment team and were presented with a description of a job
vacancy (i.e., trainee). Participants were then randomly assigned to
one of four experimental conditions.

5.2 | Experimental design and materials

We set up a 2 (experimental vs. control) x 2 (nonambiguous vs.
ambiguous) between subjects randomized controlled trial. The
experimental condition of the policy manipulation reads as follows:

Imagine you work as a personnel recruiter for the HR
Interim company “Personnel Success.” Your agency
acts worldwide and provides recruitment services to
companies of all sizes and in all industries. The agency
recruits jobseekers from 23 different countries to find
the best match for the customer’s vacancies. You and
your colleagues were successful in implementing an

equal opportunities policy and improved diversity.

In the control condition, the last sentence was omitted. Participants
were asked to imagine working for this company and to recruit a new
trainee with the following competencies: be responsible and trust-
worthy, have a high performance, and show quick intelligence en-
abling them to make quick decisions in difficult situations. Trainees
were expected to be highly motivated and to have a strong perfor-
mance orientation.

The manipulation of contextual ambiguity was inspired by the
police hiring scenario of Monin and Miller (2001) and entails infor-
mation about a hostile work environment for racial minority candi-
dates. The high contextual ambiguity condition in our study reads

as follows:

You know that only white people are employed and
attitudes toward other ethnicities tend to be unfa-
vorable. As much as you regret it, you couldn’t help
overhearing racist jokes coming from people you
otherwise consider excellent employees of this com-
pany. In fact, a couple of months ago you recruited
a black employee for “General Solutions.” Within
a year, he left, complaining about hostile working

conditions.

In the low-ambiguity control condition the text in bold was omitted.

5.3 | Measures

To measure the expression of prejudices, we followed the ap-
proach of Monin and Miller (2001), asking participants to indicate
the suitability to either employ a black or a white candidate for

the job. Participants answered the question “Do you feel that this
specific position is better suited for a black or a white candidate?”
on a 7-point Likert-scale (-3 = certainly better for a black person,
3 = certainly better for a white person). If participants do not want to
express prejudices toward either black or white candidates, they
would indicate an answer around the middle point of the scale. To
prevent first-order effects, the order in which “white” and “black”
were mentioned in the question was randomized. All answers
were coded so that a higher score meant a stronger preference for

a white candidate.

5.4 | Analysis

To test hypothesis 1, we fitted a Univariate General Linear Model
with the expression of prejudice as dependent variable. The manipu-
lated variables policy (0 = no policy, 1 = equal opportunities policy) and
ambiguity (O = nonambiguous, 1 = ambiguous) and their interaction
term were included in the analysis. We reported effect sizes in terms
of partial eta-squared. According to Ferguson (2009), values of 0.04,
0.25, and 0.64, respectively, indicate small, medium, and large effect
sizes.

Although participants were randomized across conditions, we
first wanted to rule out the possibility that confounding variables
could have influenced the results. We therefore checked for possi-
ble effects of language and the administration mode, since the sur-
vey was administered in English (=0) and Dutch (=1), and via social
networks (=0) and in the classroom (=1) on the expression of preju-
dices. We also checked for effects of racial group of the participants
(0 = white; 1 = other racial group). Results of univariate general linear
model showed no significant effects of language, F(1, 107) = 0.54,
p = 0.46, 115 =0.01, administration mode, F(1, 107) = 1.54, p = 0.22,
;15 =0.01, and racial group, F (1, 107) = 1.76, p = 0.19, ;15 =0.02, on
the expression of prejudice. We therefore did not further control for

these variables in the analysis.

6 | RESULTS

6.1 | Manipulation checks

We first checked for possible sequence effects of the words “black”
and “white” in the measure of the dependent variable. We did not find
a significant effect of the position of the words “black” or “white” on
the expression of prejudices, F(1, 114) = 1.26, p = 0.27, n§ =0.01, in-
dicating that this randomization did not distort the findings. Second,
we checked whether the scenario was easy to understand, in order
to ensure that the participants could easily comprehend the manipu-
lations and answer the questions accordingly. The results showed
a slightly above “average” level of comprehensibility (M =6.14,
SD = 2.65, MIN = 1; MAX = 10). We ran the analysis with and with-
out this variable as a covariate but it did not change the results. For
reasons of parsimony, we therefore only report the results without

this variable included.
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6.1.1 | Pretest

In a separate pretest, we tested whether our policy condition in-
creased the moral self-image of participants compared to the neu-
tral condition as this is supposed to be the underlying mechanism
of the effect of the policy on covert discrimination. 80 participants
(35 male; Mage =30.24, SDage =8.96, 91.3% Caucasian/white vs.
8.7% other racial group, 54% employees, 14% had experience with
taking employment decisions) were recruited via social network
sites (Facebook and Linkedln). Participants were randomly as-
signed to the policy versus neutral condition and their moral self-
image was assessed with the nine-item scale developed by Jordan,
Leliveld, and Tenbrunsel (2015, Cronbach’s a = 0.90). The scale
is based on nine moral traits that are commonly used to assess
the moral identity of individuals (caring, compassionate, friendly,
hard-working, fair, generous, helpful, honest, kind; Aquino &
Reed, 2002) and asks to indicate for each trait where people cur-
rently see themselves compared to an ideal state. Participants
were asked whether working for “Personnel Success” would bring
them closer to the ideal person they wanted to be. A sample sen-
tence is: “Compared to the CARING person | want to be, work-
ing for Personnel Success makes me..." Participants answered on
a 9-point Likert-scale (1 = much less moral trait compared to the
person | want to be, 9 = much more moral trait compared to the
employee | want to be). The results of an independent samples
t-test showed that participants in the policy condition indeed re-
ported significantly higher levels of moral self-image (M = 5.27,
SD = 1.24) than participants in the no-policy condition (M = 4.78,
SD = 1.07); t(78) = -1.88, p < 0.05, Cohen’s d = 0.42.

6.1.2 | Descriptive statistics

The mean level of the expression of prejudices was 0.33 (SD = 0.81).
This indicates that on average participants revealed a very weak
preference for a white candidate. Seventy-five percent of the par-
ticipants indicated to have no preference at all and chose the mid-
point of the scale.

= N
=N w

o
n

Expression of racial prejudices
=
w U N 1= 1 O

FIGURE 1 Interaction between policy
and ambiguity on the expression of
prejudices
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6.1.3 | Hypothesis testing

The main effect of the policy on the expression of prejudice was not
significant, F(1, 111) = 0.58, p = 0.45, r[§ =0.01., while the main ef-
fect of ambiguity was significant, F(1, 111) = 8.00, p < 0.01, r,§ =0.07.
Participants in the ambiguous condition (M = 0.56, SD = 0.11) more
strongly expressed racial prejudices than participants in the nonam-
biguous condition (M = 0.14, SD = 0.10). We also found a significant
interaction effect between policy and ambiguity, F(1, 111) = 4.02,
p < 0.05, ;15 =0.03. Figure 1 suggests that the policy only leads
to a stronger expression of prejudices in the ambiguity condition
(M =0.77, SD = 0.92) versus the nonambiguity condition (M = 0.04,
SD = 0.48). Results of simple main effects show that this difference
in mean levels is significant, F(1, 111) = 9.64, p < 0.01, supporting hy-
pothesis 1.

6.2 | Discussion

The results of this study supported the idea that highlighting the pres-
ence of a successful equal opportunities policy may have an adverse
effect. Indeed, the findings illustrate that in the presence of a policy,
participants were more likely to express prejudices but only when
the context allowed to morally rationalize this behavior. In the next
studies, we further (indirectly) test whether higher levels of moral

self-image are positively associated with the expression of prejudice.

7 | STUDY 2
71 | Method

71.1 | Sample and procedure

We approached HR departments of large companies in the
Netherlands, asking for their participation in this study. In addi-
tion, HR representatives within the professional network of the
researcher were contacted through email, LinkedIn, and Facebook.

Finally, we sent emails to contact persons in job ads, advertised on

0.23 0.35 0.04 0.77
] R
no-policy policy

B non-ambiguous ambiguous



LENNARTZ T AL.

International Journal of I

[}

J_Wl 10N B SELECTION AND ASSESSMENT
nationalevacaturebank.nl. After deleting incomplete answers as
well as three respondents who did not complete the informed con-
sent, we collected data from 62 recruiters (21 male; Mage =40.44,
SD,ge =12.23, M =11.93, SD

years experience with recruitment —

= 9.86).

with recruitment —
In order to align this study with the first study and to increase

years experience

ecological validity, we introduced a scenario where participants
were asked to image working for a recruitment agency (i.e., Telecom
BV) with an equal opportunities policy. We showed the policy, ad-
opted from Kaiser et al. (2013). We did not mention whether this
policy was successful or not, in order to allow substantial variation in
moral self-image. The policy reads as follows:

Telecom BV believes that creativity, growth and in-
novation can only be achieved through collaboration
between people with different experiences, perspec-
tives and cultural backgrounds. We have based our
policy and our practices on this philosophy. In order
to better serve our customers and to create a unified
work environment, we strive to:

e promote trust, mutual respect, and dignity among
employees

e attract, develop, and reward talented employees

e encourage collaboration between employees with

different backgrounds, cultures, and ethnicities.

In accordance with our philosophy, Telecom BV mo-
tivates its employees to do their best and provide us
with a competitive advantage in the market. Telecom
BV does not discriminate against employees on the
basis of race, religion, gender, sexual preference, na-
tionality or age.

Respondents were then asked to complete the moral self-image scale,
measured in the same way as in study 1 (Cronbach’s a = 0.93). Next,
they were randomly assigned to an ambiguous versus neutral condition.
This manipulation was identical to the manipulation in study 1. At the
end of the survey, we measured the expression of prejudices with the
same question as in study 1, followed by a measure of moral identity and
demographic variables. We replaced the black candidate by a Moroccan
candidate in this study as we know that prejudices are especially strong
with respect to this group in the Netherlands (Derous, 2011).

7.1.2 | Measurements

Since the literature suggests that people with a strong moral identity
may not show licensing effects (Mullen & Monin, 2016), we included
moral identity as a control variable in the analysis. We used the 10-
item scale of Aquino and Reed (2002) to measure moral identity,
rated on a 7-point Likert-scale (1 = totally disagree, 7 = totally agree).

Reliability analysis revealed a Cronbach’s a = 0.70.

7.2 | Analysis

To test hypothesis 2, we fitted a Univariate General Linear Model to
the data with the expression of prejudice as dependent variable. The
manipulated variable ambiguity (O = nonambiguous, 1 = ambiguous)
was entered as a fixed term and moral self-image was entered as a
covariate. Also the interaction term between ambiguity and moral-
self-image was included in the analysis. Moral identity was entered
as a covariate. Like in the previous study, we assessed effect sizes in

terms of partial eta-squared.

7.3 | Results

7.3.1 | Manipulation checks

We again checked for possible sequence effects of the words
“Morrocan” and “white” in the measure of the dependent vari-
able. We did not find a significant effect of the position of the
words “Morrocan” or “white” on the expression of prejudices, F(1,
60)=2.67,p=0.11, ng = 0.04, indicating that this randomization did
not distort the findings.

7.3.2 | Descriptive statistics

The mean level of the expression of prejudices was 0.31 (SD = 1.02).
This indicates that on average participants revealed a very weak
preference for a white candidate. Sixty-three percent of the partici-
pants indicated to have no preference at all and chose the midpoint
of the scale.

7.3.3 | Hypothesis testing

The results of this study supported H2, suggesting that higher levels
of moral self-image related to a stronger expression of prejudices.
The effect of moral identity was not significant, F(1, 57) = 0.25,
p <0.62, :15 = 0.00. The main effect of moral self-image on the ex-
pression of prejudice was significant, F(1, 57)=4.77, p <0.05,
:1§= 0.08. The main effect of ambiguity was not significant, F(1,
57)=2.01, p =0.16, n, = 0.03. We found a marginally significant
interaction effect between moral self-image and ambiguity, F(1,
57)=3.24, p=0.08, ’1,5 =0.05.. Follow-up correlational analysis
showed that the correlation between moral self-image and the ex-
pression of prejudices was only significant in the ambiguous condi-
tion, r=0.47, p < 0.01 versus r = 0.06, p = 0.76.

8 | DISCUSSION

The results of this study supported the idea that increased levels of
moral self-image may have a negative effect in the sense that these
participants were more likely to express racial prejudices, particu-
larly in an ambiguous context. In the next study, we test whether

and when an equal opportunities policy may increase the moral
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self-image of employees. We tested this in a field study where em-
ployees were asked to reflect upon the presence and successfulness
of an equal opportunities policy within their company. We assessed
whether the presence and the success of equal opportunities poli-
cies were positively associated with the moral self-image of em-
ployees (hypothesis 3). This study added ecological validity to the

previous scenario studies.

9 | STUDY 3
9.1 | Method

9.1.1 | Procedure and participants

Participants were recruited via Prolific, an online tool to collect data.
All questionnaires were administered in English. We again framed
the questionnaire as a study on decision-making in selection pro-
cedures. One hundred and two people participated in the study (52
male; Mage =35.02, SDage = 9.50, all white). All participants were em-
ployees and 32.4% indicated that taking employment decisions (i.e.,
selection and promotion decisions) was part of their job. After com-
pleting the informed consent, respondents were asked to indicate
whether the company they worked for had an equal opportunities
policy and the extent to which this policy was successful, followed
by the same measure of moral self-image as in the previous studies
(Cronbach’s a = 0.89).

9.2 | Measures

9.2.1 | Presence of equal opportunities policies

To assess whether the company the respondents work for had im-
plemented equal opportunities policies, we first offered a definition
of an equal opportunities policy, followed by three items. The defini-
tion read as follows:

Equal opportunities policies are all organizational
initiatives aimed at giving the same opportunities
for employment, pay and promotion to everyone,
without discriminating against particular groups (e.g.,
ethnic minorities, women, handicapped, older people,
etc.).

Respondents were then asked the following questions: “My orga-
nization has implemented equal opportunity policies aimed at ...,
followed by: “ ... giving the same opportunities for employment
to everyone without discriminating against particular groups,” “...
giving the same opportunities for promotion to everyone without
discriminating against particular groups,” and “... giving the same op-
portunities for pay to everyone without discriminating against par-
ticular groups.” All three items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Cronbach’s « for this scale
was 0.84.
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9.2.2 | Successfulness of equal opportunities policy

The successfulness of the policy was assessed with five items,
answered on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = reduced to a large extent,
7 =increased to a large extent). Since in some companies, an equal
opportunities policy did not exist and/or employees were not aware
of it, we also offered the option “I do not know.” The items were:
“In your perception, have equal opportunity policies changed the
share of the following groups in your organization ...." We asked this
question with respect to women, older people, racial minorities, and
religious minorities. We also included an item on “other groups” but
since 46% of the respondents marked the option “I do not know” for
this question, we left it out of the scale. Cronbach’s « for this four-

item scale was 0.80, yielding 86 valid responses.

9.2.3 | Control variables

We controlled for openness to diversity, measured with the
short form of the Miville-Guzman Universality-Diversity scale
(Fuertes, Miville, Mohr, Sedlacek, & Gretchen, 2000, six-items,
1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree, Cronbach’'s « =0.52).
Since the literature showed that this variable could be related to
a lower expression of racial prejudices (Chao, Wei, Spanierman,
Longo, & Northart, 2015), this could be a confounding variable in
this study. As in the previous study, we also controlled for moral
identity, measured with the same scale of Aquino and Reed (2002,
Cronbach’s a = 0.75).

9.3 | Analysis

To test hypothesis 3, we ran a linear regression analysis with moral
self-image as the dependent variable. In step 1, openness to diver-
sity and moral identity were entered. The measurements of pres-
ence and successfulness of equal opportunities policies within their
company were entered as independent variables in step 2.

9.4 | Results

9.4.1 | Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations

The mean level of the presence of equal opportunities policies was
5.91 (SD = 0.98), indicating that for most respondents, the company
they worked for had equal opportunities policies. The mean level
of success of equal opportunities policies was 3.61 (SD = 0.76). 49%
of the respondents indicated that the equal opportunities poli-
cies in their company increased diversity at least to some extent.
The mean level of moral self-image of the respondents was 5.64
(SD=1.12).

We correlated the measures of presence of equal opportunities
policies and successfulness of the policies with moral self-image. The
presence of policies did not show a significant correlation with moral
self-image (r = 0.04, p = 0.70), but working for a company that had



LENNARTZ T AL.

International Journal of I

8 |
WILEY SELECTION AND ASSESSMENT

increased the share of minority members with equal opportunities
policies was positively correlated with the moral self-image of the

employees (r = 0.26, p = 0.02).

9.4.2 | Hypothesis testing

The results of the linear regression analysis supported hypoth-
esis 3, in the sense that the relationship between the successful-
ness of the policy and moral self-image was significantly positive,
B=0.25,p <0.05, 57 = 0.06. The relationship with the presence of
equal opportunity policies was not significant, § = 0.19, p = 0.08,
’1,2 =0.03, and also not with the control variables openness to di-
versity, 8 = -0.06, p = 0.59, 71,2 = 0.00, and moral identity, 8 = 0.07,
p = 0.49, 71,2 =0.00.

9.5 | Discussion

In this field study, we tested whether the presence of (successful)
equal opportunities policies increases the moral self-image of em-
ployees in a real field context, adding ecological validity to the first
2 scenario studies. The results showed that not the mere presence
but rather the successful implementation of policies correlated posi-
tively with the moral self-image of the employees.

10 | GENERAL DISCUSSION

This study was the first to test the counterintuitive idea that
covert discrimination in hiring is more likely to occur in compa-
nies that have successfully installed equal opportunities policies
versus companies that have not. While the policies may reduce
overt forms of discrimination, the expression of prejudices may
become more likely when the context allows for a moral interpre-
tation of the behavior. In reality, the occasions where behaviors
are straightforward and not open for multiple interpretations, are
rather scarce, as such attesting to the practical relevance of our
findings.

We based our reasoning on the concept of moral licensing
(Monin & Miller, 2001) and suggested that highlighting to em-
ployees that their organization was successful in increasing the
diversity of a workforce due to an equal opportunities policy li-
censes covert forms of discrimination. Moreover, we argued that
this effect may be driven by an increased moral self-image of the

employees.

10.1 | Main findings and theoretical implications

We found empirical evidence for these expectations in three stud-
ies. In line with the literature on moral licensing (e.g., Kouchaki, 2011;
Monin & Miller, 2001) we showed that highlighting the successful im-
plementation of an equal opportunities policy increased the expres-

sion of prejudices in an ambiguous (as compared to nonambiguous)

context (see Brown et al., 2011). We therefore show that moral li-
censing is not only driven by own moral deeds of individuals, or their
membership in morally superior groups, but can also occur due to
successful equal opportunities policies. Moreover, we provide ad-
ditional evidence for the moderating role of the contextual ambigu-
ity. This finding also adds to the literature on the effectiveness of
equal opportunity policies, by showing that even successful equal
opportunities may backfire, because they can promote covert forms
of discrimination.

The literature on moral licensing suggests that this may be due to
elevated levels of moral self-image following the manipulation of the
policy. We therefore tested in a second study whether higher levels
of moral self-image led to an increased expression of prejudices and
found evidence for this positive relationship, particularly in the am-
biguous condition as predicted.

We conducted an additional third study to compensate for the
lack of ecological validity of studies 1 and 2 and also to disentangle
between employees’ perceptions of the actual presence of equal op-
portunities policies in their organizations and their perceptions of
the degree to which those policies are also successfully implemented
in their organization. Also in line with the literature (Cornelissen,
Bashshur, Rode, & Menestrel, 2013; Kouchaki, 2011; Sachdeva et
al., 2009), the findings of study 3 revealed that the successfulness
of equal opportunities policies increases the moral self-image of par-
ticipants. This suggests that people may derive a moral credential
from being informed about the success of a diversity policy within
their company.

Although we did not predict a main effect of contextual ambi-
guity, we found in study 1 that participants were generally more
likely to express prejudices when the context was described as
hostile for black employees, independent from the presence ver-
sus absence of a policy. This finding is in line with the justifica-
tion-suppression model of prejudice (Crandall & Eshleman, 2003).
This model suggests that behaving morally is costly to individu-
als because they need to suppress immoral thoughts. However,
people will cease to suppress these thoughts as soon as they can
justify the expression of it. Ambiguous contexts allow for these
justifications as people can interpret the behavior in these con-
texts in multiple ways, allowing also for a moral interpretation. In
the scenario in this study, participants could interpret the expres-
sion of prejudices as a way to prevent the candidate from being
confronted with a hostile work environment, which can also be
interpreted as a moral decision. This effect, however, was qualified
by the significant interaction effect with the policy showing that
the presence of a policy in an ambiguous context amplified the
expression of prejudices. On the contrary, when the policy was
present and the context was not ambiguous, on average partici-
pants gave an answer that was very close to the middle point of
the scale, indicating no preference for a white versus black candi-
date. These findings suggest that policies can prohibit the expres-
sion of prejudices in nonambiguous context, that is, overt forms
of discrimination but stimulate the expression of covert forms of
discrimination.
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10.2 | Limitations and future research

The present study is a first step toward understanding how suc-
cessful equal opportunity policies can stimulate instead of constrain
covert forms of discrimination. However, this study, is not without
limitations.

First, we suggested that the mechanism of moral self-image may
explain the link between the policy and the expression of preju-
dices. We offered indirect support for this mechanism by showing
in two separate studies—that higher levels of moral self-image are
positively associated with the expression of prejudice (study 2) and
that successes of equal opportunities policies increases the moral
self-image of employees (study 3).

We did not include a direct test of the mediation of moral self-
image. We believe that measuring moral self-image in between the
manipulation of the independent variable and the measurement of
the dependent variable, could distort the findings in the sense that
the measurement of moral self-image in itself may manipulate moral
self-image and influence subsequent judgment and decision-making
(see Aquino, McFerran, & Laven, 2011). However, looking for ways
to more directly test the underlying mechanism of moral licensing is
an interesting avenue for future research.

Second, we described in the scenario that the company was suc-
cessful at implementing an equal opportunities policy. In the policy
manipulations that we used in study 1, it was not clear whether the pol-
icy just increased diversity among employees of “Personnel Success”
or whether this policy also applied to its customers. This variation in
possible interpretations of the scenario may have been a confounding
variable in the design and should be controlled for in future studies.

Third, we investigated the effect of a successful equal opportu-
nities policy on overt and covert forms of discrimination. We worked
with this type of AAPs since they are least debated and yield mod-
est positive results in terms of overt discrimination (Colarelli, Poole,
Unterborn, & D'Souza, 2010; Leonard, 1990). Future research could
consider other forms of AAPs, such as preferential treatment. This
type of policy may induce even stronger effects as employees may
interpret given a preferential treatment to minorities even as more
moral behavior than treating them equally raising their level of moral
self-image more strongly, and thus offering a stronger license for the
expression of prejudices.

In studies 1 and 2, we relied on scenario studies in which par-
ticipants were asked to imagine working as a recruiter for a com-
pany with(out) a successful equal opportunities policy and where
there is (or is not) a hostile work environment for racial minorities.
We chose this design as it allows for a powerful manipulation of
the experimental variables and to control for possible confounding
variables and thus to make causal claims (Antonakis, Bendahan,
Jacquart, & Lalive, 2010). In this way, we can start to understand
how information on policies and contextual ambiguity influence
the expression of prejudices in a controlled setting. We also of-
fered some preliminary evidence that also in real organizations,
the presence of a successful equal opportunity policy may increase
the moral self-image of individuals. It is, however, important for
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future research to study the moral licensing effect in more com-
plex and ecologically valid environments.

A related limitation is that the dependent variable in studies 1
and 2 only assessed the expression of prejudices, following the study
of Monin and Miller (2001). We did not ask the participants to make
a concrete choice between a black/Morrocan and a white candidate.
Including this variable would allow to draw more valid conclusions

on discrimination in hiring decisions.

10.3 | Practical implications

The results of these studies have important practical implications for
organizations who put a lot of effort in implementing an equal oppor-
tunities policy. Specifically, the results warn organizations to prevent
putting too much emphasis on the success of their policies as this may
encourage recruiters to engage in more covert forms of discrimina-
tion. The results suggest that the danger lies in an increased moral
self-image of the employees. In order to prevent this perverse effect
to happen, organizations could react in different ways. First, they can
be more prudent with communicating the success of the policy and
pursue investments in employees motivation to execute the policy.
Second, they may intensify efforts to reduce the ambiguity of the se-
lection context. This can be done by structuring the selection context,
for instance, by basing the selection decision on a job analysis, by de-
fining clear competences that are required from the candidates, and by
leaving less room for lenient decision-making toward nonstereotyped
candidates (Kutcher & Bragger, 2004).

11 | CONCLUSION

In this paper, we studied whether the successful implementation of
an equal opportunities policy could lead to a stronger expression of
racial prejudices. We further provided indirect evidence that this ef-
fect could be explained by an increase in the moral self-image of the
participants.
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