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Third Party Moral Licensing: The Effect of Perception of
Wrongdoer’s Social Groups on Punitive Judgement by Observer

Byeoungchul Cho Hai-Sook Kim
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The present study examined how Third Party Moral Licensing Effect(ie., the effect of allowing actors' current bad
behavior to be interpreted favorably in light of high SES or permitted by sympathy for actors with low SES) varied in
terms of the type of crime for the observer to judge the extent of punishment according to the perception of the grouo
(i.e., socioeconomic status and warmth) to which the wrongdoer belong. More specifically, in Study 1, participants
evaluated the extent of punishment regarding the wrongdoer after reading criminal act of the target through a script in
which the target's SES(high vs. low vs. control) and the type of crime(blatant vs. ambiguous criminal behaviour) was
manipulated. The results of Study 1 demonstrated that, in the case of blatant criminal behaviour, the participants made
more severe punishment judgement for wrongdoer with high SES than with either low SES or without status
information(control). Under ambiguous criminal behaviour condition, the participants gave greater punishment to the
target in either the control condition or who was of high SES than to the target with low SES. Also, weak punishment
for the wrongdoer with low SES(vs. high SES) was mediated by sympathy for the target only in the context of blatant
criminal behaviour. In Study 2, we examined whether the perception of competence and warmth of the wrongdoer in
terms of the group to which he belonged to, as well as the type of crime affected punitive judgement by the observer.
In addition, we investigated psychological mechanism which may explain these process of punitive judgement. To examine
these, we asked the participants to read a scenario describing either blatant or ambiguous criminal behaviour of the
target with different levels of competence and warmth, in terms of the groups he belonged to, and afterwards to make
punitive judgement  The 3-way anovas obtained significant two-way interactions of Crime Type and Competence
dimension, as well as Crime Type and Warmth dimension. When actors committed a blatant criminal act, observers gave
more generous punishment to those who were perceived as incompetent than those who were perceived as competent.
Generous punishment for incompetent persons occurred through sympathy, repeating the result of Study 1. When actors
committed an ambiguous criminal act, observers gave more generous punishments to those who were perceived as warmly
than those who were perceived as being cold. Generous punishment for a wrongdoer who were perceived as being warm
rather than being cold occurred because the observers more favorably interpreted the ambiguous behavior of the warm
target than the cold one. These findings suggest that in our society the stereotypes of social groups to which the

wrongdoer belong can influence the judgment of jurors participating in the trial.

Key words : socioeconomic status, competence, warmth, punitive judgement, moral licensing effect
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