. eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
Whlte Rose https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk

N
(@) Rresearch onii
N’ esearc niine Universities of Leeds, Sheffield and York

Deposited via The University of Leeds.

White Rose Research Online URL for this paper:
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/233431/

Version: Published Version

Article:

Anderson, R.A., Ruisch, B.C. and Kouchaki, M. (2026) Slippery slope thinking links
religiosity to punishment. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 122. 104844. ISSN:
0022-1031

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2025.104844

Reuse

This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) licence. This licence
allows you to distribute, remix, tweak, and build upon the work, even commercially, as long as you credit the
authors for the original work. More information and the full terms of the licence here:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/

Takedown
If you consider content in White Rose Research Online to be in breach of UK law, please notify us by
emailing eprints@whiterose.ac.uk including the URL of the record and the reason for the withdrawal request.

ﬁ 32, | University of Qe unIveRsITY

UNIVERSITY OF LEEDS & Sheffleld



mailto:eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2025.104844
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/233431/
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/

Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 122 (2026) 104844

e 4

ELSEVIER

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/jesp

a

Journal of
5 nental
Social Psychology

.

Check for

Slippery slope thinking links religiosity to punishment | Sporter

Rajen A. Anderson™, Benjamin C. Ruisch ", Maryam Kouchaki

2 University of Leeds, Leeds University Business School, UK

® University of Kent, School of Psychology, UK

¢ National Centre for Social Research, UK

4 Northwestern University, Kellogg School of Management, USA

ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Editor: Kristin Laurin

Keywords:

Religion

Punishment

Slippery slope thinking
Morality

Major contemporary religions tend to emphasize self-control and moral purity in their believers. Such belief
systems may have implications for moral judgments and social predictions. One topic that has received atten-
tion—with mixed results—is the relative punitiveness of religious believers. In the present research, we examine
whether religiosity predicts punitive attitudes and propose a novel mechanism: slippery slope thinking, in which
small changes are predicted to have potentially disastrous consequences. In eight samples across three nations
and religious traditions, we find that greater religiosity is associated with greater slippery slope thinking. This

association is related to psychological tendencies to believe in karma and moralize matters of self-control.
Furthermore, we find that slippery slope thinking helps explain why more religious people are more punitive,
especially for relatively minor transgressions. This research provides insight into the psychology of religious
beliefs and provides a cognitive mechanism (slippery slope thinking) linking religiosity and punishment.

1. Introduction

Many contemporary religions and belief systems have evolved to
emphasize self-control (Carter, McCullough, & Carver, 2012; McCul-
lough & Willoughby, 2009; Mooijman et al., 2018; Rounding, Lee,
Jacobson, & Ji, 2012) and moral purity (Graham et al., 2011; McKay &
Whitehouse, 2015; Norenzayan et al., 2016; Norenzayan & Shariff,
2008), along with threats of supernatural punishment for failing to
adhere to these edicts. Religion may have taken on these qualities for
functional reasons, allowing religions and their followers to better
cooperate en masse (Norenzayan et al.,, 2016; Norenzayan & Shariff,
2008; Peoples, Duda, & Marlowe, 2016). Alternatively, religions over
time may have moralized as a tool to expand their control over their
followers (Caluori, Jackson, Gray, & Gelfand, 2020; Kay, Gaucher,
Napier, Callan, & Laurin, 2008). Whatever the origin, how do these dual
tendencies impact the modern moral judgment of religious versus non-
religious individuals?

One topic that has received some attention is whether more religious
people are more prone to punishing others for their perceived trans-
gressions. Punishment is a costly but essential process in large-scale
complex human societies that works to regulate and deter cheaters,
free-riders, and other potentially harmful agents (Fehr & Gachter, 2000;

* Corresponding author.
E-mail address: r.a.anderson@leeds.ac.uk (R.A. Anderson).
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Giirerk, Irlenbusch, & Rockenbach, 2006; Jordan, Hoffman, Bloom, &
Rand, 2016). Evolutionary accounts of the emergence of religion argue
that the need for costly punishment partially led to the spread of
moralizing gods who could act as the ultimate judge to mete out reward
and punishment (Atran & Henrich, 2010; Norenzayan & Shariff, 2008).
By extension, many religious beliefs explicitly deal with punishment (e.
g., damnation as eternal punishment), which may translate into puni-
tiveness norms among believers (Caluori et al., 2020; Jackson et al.,
2021). Understanding the relation between religiosity and punishment
can therefore provide broader insights into how particular religious
norms develop, while also helping to explain real-world cases of reli-
giously motivated punishment (e.g., religious extremism and funda-
mentalist movements, the historical Christian Inquisition, etc.).

Past research suggests that more religious people are more punitive
(Grasmick, Bursik, & Kimpel, 1991; Grasmick, Morgan, & Kennedy,
1992), at least when holding certain kinds of religious beliefs (Laurin,
Shariff, Henrich, & Kay, 2012). However, open questions remain
regarding the cognitive mechanisms that explain why more religious
people are more punitive—and for which violations. What judgments
would motivate more religious people to enact greater punishment? In
the present research, we aim to advance this debate by providing a
systematic examination of the relation between religiosity and
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punitiveness, while also testing a novel psychological mechanism that
may help explain this association. Specifically, we argue that one crit-
ical—yet thus far overlooked—psychological trait characterizes the
thinking of religious individuals and has implications for punishment:
slippery slope thinking.

The notion of slippery slope thinking has long existed in popular
discourse (Haigh, Wood, & Stewart, 2016; Stenvoll, 2008), referring to
the idea that a small, relatively innocuous change will lead to increas-
ingly negative cascades of downstream outcomes (Schauer, 1985; van
der Burg, 1991; Volokh, 2003). Intriguingly, in recent years scholars
have found that slippery slope thinking is not only a feature of specific
kinds of arguments and rhetoric, but also of some people (Adelman,
Verkuyten, Cardenas, & Yogeeswaran, 2021; Svedholm-Hakkinen &
Kiikeri, 2022): Slippery slope thinking appears to be an important
cognitive tendency that varies between individuals, permeating a wide
range of both social and non-social judgments, and creating a bias in
how people perceive the causal relations between actions and conse-
quences (Corner, Hahn, & Oaksford, 2011).

Why might religiosity be associated with slippery slope thinking?
Anecdotally, many religious beliefs appear to exhibit a slippery slope
structure (e.g., giving in to sin leads to other negative consequences).
More critically, we predict that two key dimensions associated with
religiosity align with slippery slope thinking and can then connect with
punishment: the moralization of self-control and belief in karma. First,
religions tend to moralize issues of self-control (Mooijman et al., 2018),
whereby individuals treat even nonharmful lapses in self-control as
immoral. For example, even a momentary break in one’s diet (e.g.,
eating one cookie too many) may be condemned as immoral due to
being seen as a lapse in self-control. Given the typical construction of
slippery slope arguments, in which minor changes (e.g., lapses in self-
control) lead to disastrous consequences, greater moralization of self-
control may therefore heighten negative judgments of the first step in
a slippery slope argument. Similarly, slippery slope thinking—in which
relatively minor changes are predicted to have harmful, potentially
unforeseen consequences—may likewise place moral emphasis on self-
control and avoiding actions that would lead someone to “fall” down a
slippery slope (Anderson, Ruisch, & Pizarro, 2023). In addition, slippery
slope thinking is heightened when people perceive a similarity between
the initial step and the ultimate conclusion (Corner et al., 2011): When
people moralize self-control (vs. when they do not), they may judge the
initial step as more harmful (e.g., eating that extra cookie) and thus
more similar to the ultimate conclusion (e.g., gaining too much weight).
Thus, if more religious people are more likely to treat even small lapses
in self-control as immoral, they may then engage in greater slippery
slope thinking.

Second, the concept of supernatural karma—in which good is fol-
lowed by good and bad is followed by bad—may also link religiosity
with slippery slope thinking (White, Norenzayan, & Schaller, 2019;
White, Willard, Baimel, & Norenzayan, 2021). Many modern world-
religions—including Christianity, Islam, and Hinduism studied in the
present research—include components of supernatural karma that
reward good behavior and punish bad behavior (Callan, Sutton, Harvey,
& Dawtry, 2014). At least concerning negative behavior, slippery slope
thinking shares a similar structure with karma: Even slightly negative
actions (i.e., the first step of the slope) are predicted to lead to negative
consequences. Similarly, belief in karma and slippery slope thinking
may both rely on similar cognitive causal models about the longer-term
consequences of immoral actions (White et al., 2019, 2021): An initial
transgression is predicted to initiate an inevitable harm-related
conclusion in the future (punishment in the case of karma, even
greater offenses in the case of slippery slope thinking). However, belief
in karma and slippery slope thinking may differ in terms of the targets of
their predicted consequences: Karma anticipates harm to the perpetrator
in the form of cosmic justice, whereas slippery slope thinking often
anticipates harm to self and others or society more broadly due to those
greater offenses. Despite these differences in target, their structural
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similarities led us to expect that belief in karma may serve as an addi-
tional (though not complete) cognitive mechanism linking religiosity
and slippery slope thinking.

In turn, slippery slope thinking may provide the cognitive machinery
linking religiosity to punishment. Slippery slope thinking operates on an
assumption that small changes lead to worse outcomes. As such, slippery
slope thinking could lead people to intuit that, in order to stop those
worse outcomes from occurring in the future, punishment may be
necessary now to deter the person from continuing “down the slope”
(Bregant, Shaw, & Kinzler, 2016; Hafer & Begue, 2005; Hafer & Choma,
2009). Furthermore, if slippery slope thinking helps to explain an as-
sociation between religiosity and punishment, it may highlight when
such an association would be strongest. Specifically, this tendency to
punish based on slippery slope thinking may be especially true for
relatively minor violations (vs. more severe transgressions): Minor vio-
lations may more closely align with the initial change associated with
the beginning of a slippery slope, whereas more severe violations may
represent the “bottom” of the slope.

2. Present research

We examine these predictions across samples recruited from three
countries representing different major world religions: the U.S. (Chris-
tianity), India (Hinduism), and Tiirkiye (Islam). Given that psychologi-
cal processes involved in religiosity have been found to be culturally
flexible (Gervais et al., 2018), we believe that this cross-cultural repli-
cation offers greater insight into the relation between religiosity, pun-
ishment, and slippery slope thinking. As part of this investigation, we
consider the underlying psychological/cognitive mechanisms underly-
ing an association between religiosity and slippery slope thinking
(Studies 1-2), experimentally examine when this association may be
strongest (Study 4), and consider cross-cultural differences in slippery
slope thinking and the effects of religiosity on punishment (Study 6). We
set our sample sizes for all studies before data collection, to ensure
power > 0.80 for r > 0.20, and all sample sizes were sufficiently pow-
ered to reach this threshold. All studies, measures, manipulations, and
exclusion criteria are reported. All preregistration information, prereg-
istration deviations, materials, data, and analysis scripts are available on
the OSF page for this project, https://osf.io/xh2ku/?view_only=06a
162856ea94946afbb51a376618b05.

3. Pilot study
3.1. Method

3.1.1. Participants

We recruited a total of 398 participants through CloudResearch;
After excluding 6 participants for failing an attention check, we had a
final sample of 392 (Mg = 38.60, SD = 10.81; 139 women, 250 men, 3
blank; 313 White, 38 Black or African American, 35 Asian, 20 Latino/a
or Hispanic, 6 American Indian or Alaska Native, 1 Native Hawaiian or
Pacific Islander, 1 Other; political orientation: M = 3.35, SD = 1.82,
from 1 Very Liberal to 7 Conservative). We did not collect any additional
demographic information. Sensitivity analyses conducted using
G*Power 3.1 (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2009) indicated that
this study was powered at 0.80 to detect an effect of § > 0.13 at alpha =
0.05.

3.1.2. Procedure

The pilot study was originally collected as two separate samples,
with slightly different procedures. We control for the effect of sample in
the analyses below. In both samples, after providing informed consent,
participants were informed that they would be asked to rate several
arguments according to how logical or illogical they perceived them to
be. They were also specifically informed that “we are NOT interested in
whether you agree with the conclusion of the argument—we simply
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wish to know the degree to which you see the conclusion as following
logically from the argument that is made.”

After receiving these instructions, participants viewed six slippery
slope arguments, presented on the screen one at a time and in random
order. In Pilot Sample A, the arguments all had a consistent structure,
each consisting of three distinct steps and using a third-person framing
to describe the actions of another person. The arguments covered a
variety of domains, including spending habits, punctuality, cleanliness,
academic performance, and dieting. For example: “If Jim eats that extra
100 calories today, tomorrow he’ll eat an extra 500, and before you
know it he’ll have gained 15 pounds.” In Pilot Sample B, participants
viewed a different set of six slippery slope arguments that had a wider
variety of structures (e.g., “If you allow the students to redo this test,
they are going to want to redo every assignment for the rest of the year™).
For both samples, we asked participants to rate the soundness of each
argument on a 9-point scale ranging from “Completely illogical” to
“Completely logical,” with the midpoint labeled “Neither illogical nor
logical.” The reliability of participants ratings of these six arguments was
acceptably high for both samples (Sample A: « = 0.83; Sample B: a =
0.81), and so we averaged them into a single index of slippery slope
thinking.

After completing the slippery slope arguments, participants indi-
cated their religious beliefs. In Pilot Sample A, participants rated their
agreement with the existence of four supernatural agents (presented in
random order): God, the devil, angels, and spirits or souls (1 = Strongly
disagree, 7 = Strongly agree; adapted from Gervais & Norenzayan, 2012).
Agreement between these items exhibited strong reliability (a = 0.96),
so we averaged them into a single index of religiosity. In Pilot Sample B,
participants indicated how much they agreed with two statements:
“Overall, I would classify myself as a religious person.” and “My reli-
gious beliefs are what guide my whole approach to life.” (1 = Strongly
disagree, 7 = Strongly agree). These two items were highly correlated
with each other (r(197) = 0.94), so we averaged them into a single index
of religiosity. Finally, participants completed demographic measures,
including age, gender, and race/ethnicity.

3.2. Results

Consistent with our predictions, we found a significant association
between religiosity and slippery slope thinking: More religious people
tended to engage in more slippery slope thinking (see Fig. 1; p = 0.26, t
(389) = 5.24, p < .001). This association between religiosity and slip-
pery slope thinking held when controlling for participants’ age, gender,
political orientation, and political party identification (p = 0.24, t(383)
=453, p < .001).

4. Study 1

In Study 1, we tested the association between religiosity and slippery
slope thinking. We also examined six potential cognitive mechanisms,
drawn from past research and theory on the psychological un-
derpinnings of religious beliefs (Caluori et al., 2020; Graham et al.,
2011; Kay et al., 2008; Norenzayan & Gervais, 2013; White et al., 2019)
and from theory on the nature and structure of slippery slope thinking
(Adelman et al., 2021; Corner et al., 2011; Svedholm-Hakkinen & Kii-
keri, 2022; Volokh, 2003). Based on our theorizing, we examined that
belief in karma and the moralization of self-control would emerge as the
strongest mediators. We additionally measured general trust in others
(Yamagishi et al., 2015), the degree to which people felt that they had
control in their lives (Kay et al., 2008), political conservatism (Adelman
et al., 2021), and individual differences in intuitive (vs. deliberative)
thinking styles (Gervais & Norenzayan, 2012; Norenzayan & Gervais,
2013). Based on our theorizing, we structured our mediation models
such that religiosity predicted slippery slope through these mechanisms,
such that these mechanisms could potentially explain the connection
between religiosity and slippery slope thinking. We acknowledge that
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alternative orderings of the variables in the model may provide equally
(or potentially more) accurate models of the true relation between these
variables (Fiedler, Harris, & Schott, 2018; Fiedler, Schott, & Meiser,
2011); We return to this issue in the General Discussion.

4.1. Method

4.1.1. Participants

We initially recruited 402 U.S. participants through Prolific. We
excluded 21 participants for failing an attention check, leaving a final
sample of 381 (Mag. = 39.83, SD = 14.18; 192 women, 186 men, 2
nonbinary, 1 blank; 258 White, 81 Black or African American, 25 Asian,
22 Latino/a or Hispanic, 6 American Indian or Alaskan Native, 3 Native
Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, 7 Other; median annual family income:
$60,000-$69,999; median education level: 4 year degree). In terms of
religious beliefs, 230 identified with Christianity, 112 identified with
atheism/agnostic/non-religious, 5 with Islam, 5 with Judaism, 4 with
Buddhism, 2 with Hinduism, and 23 as Other. Sensitivity analyses
conducted using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009) indicated that this
study was powered at 0.80 to detect an effect of p > 0.14 at alpha = 0.05.

4.1.2. Measures

4.1.2.1. Slippery slope thinking. We included two measures of slippery
slope thinking to capture the breadth of the construct. Participants
completed the twelve slippery slope arguments used in the pilot study («
= 0.87). We also used the six-item slippery slope scale (Adelman et al.,
2021), in which participants indicated their agreement with statements
related to slippery slope thinking (e.g., “Small concessions often go from
bad to worse.”; 1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree; « = 0.87). Given
the strong correlation between agreement with the slippery slope ar-
guments and scores on the slippery slope scale, r(379) = 0.62, we z-
scored the two measures and averaged them together to form a com-
posite index of slippery slope thinking.

4.1.2.2. Religiosity. Participants completed the four-item measure of
belief in supernatural agents used in Pilot Sample A (¢ = 0.94) and the
two-item measure of religious importance used in Pilot Sample B (r
(379) = 0.91). The correlation between these two measures was high, r
(379) = 0.91, so we averaged them together to form a single composite
index of religiosity.l

4.1.2.3. Belief in karma. We measured belief in karma using the five-
item belief in karmic justice subscale from the belief in karma ques-
tionnaire (o« = 0.85; White et al., 2019). Example item: “In the long-run,
good things happen to good people and bad things happen to bad peo-
ple” (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree).

4.1.2.4. Moralization of self-control. Participants completed the six-item
self-control moralization scale, in which participants rate how immoral
different activities are (a = 0.91; see Study 7 from Mooijman et al.,
2018). Example item: “put off work that needed to get done” (1 = not
immoral at all, 6 = extremely immoral).

4.1.2.5. Trust in others. Participants completed a five-item measure of
generalized trust in others (o« = 0.91; adapted from Yamagishi et al.,
2015). Example item: “Most people are trustworthy” (1 = Strongly
disagree, 7 = Strongly agree).

1 As a robustness check, we additionally calculated religiosity simply as the
average of all six items. Across all studies, the correlation between the two
composites was incredibly high, rs > 0.98. As such, the pattern of results is the
same across all studies if we use this alternative calculation of religiosity.
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Fig. 1. Pilot study scatterplot illustrating the relation between and mean ratings of slippery slope arguments. Shaded area represents the 95 % confidence interval of

the regression line.

4.1.2.6. Sense of control. We measured sense of control using a four-
item scale in which participants indicated their agreement with state-
ments relating to having control over their lives and their actions (¢ =
0.75; adapted from Kay et al., 2008). Example item: “The events in my
life are mainly determined by my own actions” (1 = Strongly disagree, 7
= Strongly agree).

4.1.2.7. Political conservatism. To measure political conservatism, we
asked participants to self-identify their political beliefs, on a scale from 1
Very liberal to 7 Very conservative.

4.1.2.8. Intuitive versus deliberative thinking style. We assessed thinking
style using three measures. First, we included the CRT-2 (Frederick,
2005; Thomson & Oppenheimer, 2016), which consists of four questions
that assess an individual’s tendency to override intuitive, but incorrect,
responses with more effortful deliberative thinking to arrive at the
correct response (e.g., “Emily’s father has three daughters. The first two
are named April and May. What is the third daughter’s name?”; intuitive
answer: June, correct answer: Emily). Participants score on the CRT-2 is
the number of correct (i.e. the non-intuitive) answers they provide. We
also used the Rationality scale (e.g., “I enjoy intellectual challenges.”; a
= 0.91) and the Experientiality scale (e.g., “I like to rely on my intuitive
impressions.”; o = 0.92) from the Rational-Experiential Inventory
(Pacini & Epstein, 1999). These different measures of thinking style only
loosely correlated with each other, |rs|(400) < 0.21; therefore, we treat
them as separate constructs in our analyses.

4.1.3. Procedure

After providing consent, participants completed the twelve slippery
slope arguments. Following that, we presented participants with the
slippery slope scale (Adelman et al., 2021). Then, in random order,

participants completed the measures of religiosity, belief in karma,
moralization of self-control, trust in others, sense of control, and intui-
tive versus deliberative thinking style. Finally, participants completed
demographic questions, along with the measure of political
conservatism.

4.2. Results

Supporting our initial predictions, we found a significant association
between religiosity and slippery slope thinking (see Table 1 for all cor-
relation results). We also found that religiosity and slippery slope
thinking significantly correlated with many (but not all) of the potential
mediator variables. To examine the relative explanatory strength of
these mechanisms, we conducted a series of linear regression models
predicting slippery slope thinking (see Table 2). In these models, we
always included religiosity as a predictor and then included one of the
mechanisms (Models 1-8) or all of the mechanisms together (Model 9).

Several findings are worth highlighting. First, when compared
against individual mediators (i.e., in Models 1-8), religiosity always
remained a significant predictor of slippery slope thinking. This suggests
that each individual mediator does not fully explain the association
between religious beliefs and slippery slope thinking. Second, belief in
karma (see Model 1) and moralization of self-control (see Model 2)
emerged as the strongest predictors of slippery slope thinking, remain-
ing significant while including all mediators in a single model (see
Model 9).

Building on these results, we next examined whether belief in karma
and moralization of self-control statistically mediated the association
between religiosity and slippery slope thinking. To do so, we used
PROCESS model 4 (Hayes, 2018) with 10,000 bootstrapped samples,
designating religiosity as the IV, slippery slope thinking as the DV, and
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Table 1
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Study 1. Zero-order correlations between religiosity, slippery slope thinking, and the potential mechanisms.

Moralization of
Self-Control

Belief in
Karma

Religiosity Slippery
Slope

Thinking

Trust in
Others

Political
Ideology

Sense of
Control

Cognitive
Reflection

Rationality
Scale

Experientiality
Scale

0.48%**
0.45%**

0427
0.41%++

Religiosity 1 0.33%**

Slippery Slope 1
Thinking

Belief in Karma 1 0.39%#*

Moralization of 1
Self-Control

Trust in Others

Sense of Control

Political Ideology

Cognitive
Reflection

Rationality Scale

Experientiality
Scale

0.107
—0.05

0.14**
0.06

0.38%**
0.15%*

—0.08
—0.05

0.07
—0.07

0.19%++
0.12

0.08
0.00

0.29% %%
—-0.01

0.22+%+

—0.04
0.01

—0.04
0.01

0.30%*+
0.08

1 0.17%** 0.08 0.03
1 0.17%** 0.04 0.21%**

1 —0.06 —0.06

1 0.07

0.03 0.12*
0.22%**
0.06

—0.16**

1 0.21%%*
1

N=381.Tp<.10, *p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.

Table 2

Study 1. Standardized beta weights from linear regression models predicting slippery slope thinking.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Model 4

Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9

0.15%*
0.38%**

Religiosity
Belief in Karma

0.20%++ 0.34%

Moralization of Self-Control 0.32%**
Trust in Others

Sense of Control

Political Ideology

—0.087

Cognitive Reflection
Rationality Scale
Experientiality Scale

0.33+%+

0.01

0.327%** 0.33*** 0.34%%** 0.32%%* 0.09
0.31%**
0.254:;'r$'<
—0.08+
0.01
—0.01
—-0.02
—-0.07

0.02

0.03
—0.02
—0.10*
0.07

Models 1-8 have df = 378, Model 9 has df = 371. ' p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.

both belief in karma and moralization of self-control as the mediators.
We found that belief in karma (b = 0.07, SE = 0.02, 95 % CI [0.04, 0.10])
and moralization of self-control (b = 0.05, SE = 0.01, 95 % CI [0.03,
0.07]) significantly mediated the association between religiosity and
slippery slope thinking. Both mediation results remained significant
when controlling for demographics (belief in karma: b = 0.06, SE = 0.01,
95 % CI [0.03, 0.09]; moralization of self-control: b = 0.04, SE = 0.01,
95 % CI [0.02, 0.06]).

4.3. Discussion

We found that more religious people tend to engage in more slippery
slope thinking, as measured by endorsement of slippery slope argu-
ments. It is worth noting that these arguments were relatively mundane
in nature, not referring to any “hot button” sociopolitical issues but
instead everyday kinds of behaviors and arguments (e.g., breaking one’s
diet). In addition, we examined a host of potential cognitive mechanisms
to link religiosity to slippery slope thinking. We found that two of these
mechanisms—belief in karma and the moralization of self-con-
trol—emerged as potential explanations for this association: More reli-
gious people tended to more strongly moralize issues of self-control and
believe in karma, which statistically mediated their greater tendency to
engage in slippery slope thinking. In Study 2, we experimentally
manipulated one of these mechanisms—the moralization of self-con-
trol—to provide more direct causal evidence for its role to support our
theorizing.

5. Study 2
Study 1 provided correlational evidence supporting two distinct

cognitive mechanisms linking religiosity and slippery slope thinking: the
moralization of self-control and belief in supernatural karma. In Study 2,

we aimed to provide more direct causal evidence supporting the
religiosity-slippery slope thinking association by experimentally
manipulating moralization of self-control using a “manipulate the
mediator” approach (Pirlott & MacKinnon, 2016). To do so, we adapted
a paradigm for experimentally manipulating moralization of self-control
(Goenka & Thomas, 2020; Mooijman et al., 2018; Oyserman & Lee,
2008), in which participants read about a purported historical figure
from Ancient Sumer that exemplified the moral virtues of self-control
and thus acting as a situational reminder of those values (vs. a control
target). We conducted a pilot test of this manipulation (N = 202) and
found that the moralization condition (M = 3.47, SD = 1.13), versus the
control condition (M = 2.96, SD = 1.17), significantly increased
moralization of self-control (using the same scale as in Study 1, « = 0.90;
t(199) = 3.13, p = .002, d = 0.44).

We initially reasoned that because more religious individuals tend to
moralize self-control more strongly than less religious individuals,
priming moralization might reduce this gap. Specifically, by increasing
the moralization of self-control among less religious individuals, the
experimental manipulation could weaken the overall effect of religi-
osity. Therefore, we predicted that the relationship between religiosity
and slippery slope thinking would be weaker in the moralization-of-self-
control condition compared to the control condition. However, as a post
hoc reevaluation, manipulating the moralization of self-control could
present an alternative pattern of results by reminding people who are
high in moralization of self-control (e.g., more religious people) of those
specific beliefs and situationally activate the effect of those beliefs more
strongly. Thus, when primed to moralize self-control, more religious
people (vs. less religious people) would therefore increase in their slip-
pery slope thinking.
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5.1. Method

5.1.1. Participants

We initially recruited 401 participants from Prolific. We excluded
participants that failed our attention checks, leaving a final sample of
367 participants (Mage = 41.33, SD = 13.38; 186 men, 179 women, 2
nonbinary; 278 White, 89 non-White; median household income:
$70,000-$79,999; median education: 4 year degree; political orienta-
tion: M = 4.05, SD = 1.93, from 1 Very Liberal to 7 Very Conservative). In
terms of religious self-identification, 245 identified with Christianity, 82
with Atheism/Agnostic/Non-religious, 10 with Islam, 7 Judaism, 4 with
Buddhism, 1 with Hinduism, and 18 as Other. Sensitivity analyses
conducted using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009) indicated that this
study was powered at 0.80 to detect an effect of § > 0.13 at alpha = 0.05.

5.1.2. Procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to one of two between-subjects
conditions: the control condition or the moralization condition. In both
conditions, participants read a short story about a person who lived in
Ancient Sumer (see the OSF page for full text; adapted from Mooijman
et al,, 2018; Oyserman & Lee, 2008). In the control condition, the
vignette described the person as a potter without reference to morality.
In the moralization condition, the vignette described the person as a
warrior and “a man of exceptional character” who thought that “having
self-control, restraint, and patience was of the utmost moral impor-
tance”. To be included in our analyses, participants needed to success-
fully answer three attention/manipulation checks asking where the
person lived, what his occupation was, and what he was known for.

After reading the vignettes, participants then completed the six
slippery slope arguments used in Pilot Sample A (o = 0.79). Participants
then completed the measures of belief in supernatural agents (x = 0.93)
and religious importance (r(399) = 0.89). There was a strong correlation
between the measures of religiosity (r(399) = 0.75), so we collapsed
them into single index. Finally, participants completed the demographic
measures.

5.2. Results and discussion

Replicating our previous studies, we found that—collapsing across
conditions—religiosity was a significant predictor of slippery slope
thinking (f = 0.29, t(365) = 5.76, p < .001). We additionally found no
significant differences between conditions in either religiosity (control:
M = 4.80, SD = 1.85; moralization: M = 4.76, SD = 1.89; t(365) = 0.19, p
= .850, d = 0.02) or slippery slope thinking (control: M = 4.60, SD =
1.73; moralization: M = 4.55, SD = 1.91; t(365) = 0.28, p = .783,d =
0.03). Most critically, we found a significant interaction between con-
dition and religiosity in predicting slippery slope thinking (see Fig. 2; b
=0.22, SE = 0.10, t(363) = 2.27, p = .024). In both conditions, greater
religiosity predicted greater slippery slope thinking, but this effect was
stronger in the moralization condition (b = 0.39, SE = 0.07, t(363) =
5.71, p < .001) than in the control condition (b = 0.17, SE = 0.07, t(363)
= 2.46, p = .015). As an additional exploratory demonstration, we
examined participants who were relatively high in religiosity (n = 120;
greater than 6 out of 7 in religiosity, the top ~30 %) and relatively low
in religiosity (n = 120; lower than 4 out of 7 in religiosity, the bottom
~30 %). For more religious participants, there was marginally more
slippery slope thinking in the moralization condition (M = 5.51, SD =
1.98) than in the control condition (M = 4.95, SD = 1.87), F(1, 236) =
3.04, p = .083. For less religious participants, we saw the opposite
pattern, such that there was marginally more slippery slope thinking in
the control condition (M = 4.20, SD = 1.69) than in the moralization
condition (M = 3.64, SD = 1.52), F(1, 236) = 2.96, p = .087.

These experimental results support the latter prediction described
earlier: When participants were situationally primed to moralize self-
control more strongly, the effect of religiosity on slippery slope
thinking became stronger. We believe these results provide tentative
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evidence for the causal role of moralization of self-control linking reli-
giosity and slippery slope thinking: Manipulating the moralization of
self-control did moderate the link between religiosity and slippery slope
thinking, albeit in an unexpected pattern in comparison to our initial
prediction. Furthermore, although the exploratory marginal reduction
in slippery slope thinking among less religious participants in the
moralization condition was also unexpected, it is possible that there was
reactance against the manipulation. If participants weakly hold a moral
value (e.g., as among low-religious individuals and moralization of self-
control), priming them with that value may trigger reactance and lead to
reductions of that value (Diaz & Cova, 2022; Pavey, Rotella, & Vallee-
Tourangeau, 2024). If so, this would support the interpretation of the
manipulation as not increasing the strength of moralization in general,
but instead acting as a situational reminder of one’s one values (to the
degree that such values are held). Given the somewhat unexpected
pattern of results, we caution against over-interpretation of these find-
ings; We encourage future research to experimentally and systematically
test what factors situationally drive slippery slope thinking.

6. Study 3

In the remaining studies, we examined one potential consequence of
religious beliefs leading to greater slippery slope thinking: punishment.
We hypothesized that, when people engage in slippery slope thinking,
they predict that small changes and behaviors lead to worse outcomes in
the future. One potential response to these predicted outcomes would be
to attempt to stop the cascade of increasingly negative behaviors and
outcomes, a goal which punishment can serve given its ability to regu-
late behavior (Balliet, Mulder, & Van Lange, 2011; Fehr & Gachter,
2000; Jordan et al., 2016). This possibility is further supported by the
two mechanisms we identified in Study 1: Religiosity’s link with belief in
karma (e.g., bad acts will be punished in the future) and moralization of
self-control (e.g., moral condemnation of even minor lapses in self-
control) may help facilitate punishment via slippery slope thinking.

As a secondary set of analyses, we also examined the role of holding
specific beliefs about God (e.g., God as punitive) in slippery slope
thinking and punishment. Inspired by past research on similar topics (e.
g., social conflict and feelings of control among religious believers;
Caluori et al., 2020), we examined whether holding different sets of
religious beliefs—those tending more towards punitiveness or more
towards benevolence—may differentially predict slippery slope thinking
and punishment. Based on our theorizing, we predicted that holding
more punitive beliefs about God would be a stronger predictor of slip-
pery slope thinking than holding more benevolent beliefs about God.

6.1. Method

6.1.1. Participants

We recruited 402 U.S. participants through CloudResearch (Mgg =
39.01, SD = 11.21; 172 women, 225 men, 3 nonbinary, 2 blank; political
orientation: M = 4.23, SD = 2.37, from 1 Extremely Liberal to 9 Extremely
Conservative). We did not exclude any participants or collect any addi-
tional demographic information. Sensitivity analyses conducted using
G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009) indicated that this study was powered at
0.80 to detect an effect of § > 0.13 at alpha = 0.05.

6.1.2. Procedure

After providing consent, participants evaluated the logic of twelve
slippery slope arguments, including the six arguments used in Pilot
Sample A and six new arguments covering moral violations (e.g., “If
Frank takes $10 from the cash register at work today, then next week he
will be stealing $50. In just a short time, he will be stealing from any-
where whenever he gets the chance.”). As before, we averaged together
agreement with these arguments (o« = 0.89). Given the high correlation
(r(400) = 0.60) with the slippery slope scale (a« = 0.89; Adelman et al.,
2021), we combined the two scales to form a composite index of slippery
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Fig. 2. Relation in Study 2 between religiosity and slippery slope thinking, plotted separately for the control condition (solid line) and the moralization condition

(dashed line). Shaded areas represent 95 % confidence intervals.

slope thinking.

For each of the twelve slippery slope arguments, participants
completed two additional questions about their behavioral intentions
and how they might act in response to the behavior described in the
argument. We asked participants to assume they were friends with the
person described in the argument and asked them how much they would
try to stop the person from doing the first step in the argument (e.g.,
taking $10 from the cash register at work today) and, if the person did
take the first step in the argument, how much would they express
disapproval towards his behavior (both from 1 = Not at all, 9 = A great
deal). We averaged these questions across the twelve arguments, giving
composite indices for willingness to intervene (« = 0.86) and willingness
to socially sanction (a = 0.86).

Participants also completed the measure of belief in supernatural
agents (a = 0.96) and the measure of religious importance (a« = 0.97).
We averaged these two scales together to form a composite index of
religiosity (o« = 0.89).

Finally, participants that indicated at least 4 out of 7 (Neither agree
nor disagree) on the belief in God item were presented with an additional
set of measures asking about more specific conceptualizations of God
(Caluori et al., 2020; Johnson, Okun, & Cohen, 2015). Participants rated
God on 18 adjective traits (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree)
relating to God as punitive (e.g., “wrathful”, “angry”; a = 0.94) and as
loving (e.g., “caring”, “compassionate”; a = 0.97).

6.2. Results

For zero-order correlations between main variables of interest, see

Table 3. Replicating our previous studies, we found that religiosity
significantly predicted slippery slope thinking (f = 0.26, t(400) = 5.49,
p < .001). Supporting our prediction that more religious individuals
would express more punitive attitudes, we found that religiosity
significantly predicted willingness to intervene on (p = 0.24, t(400) =
4.93, p < .001) and willingness to socially sanction individuals described
as potentially susceptible to “falling” down a slippery slope (p = 0.27, t
(400) = 5.60, p < .001). Likewise, slippery slope thinking predicted
willingness to intervene (f = 0.53, t(400) = 12.57, p < .001) and will-
ingness to socially sanction (f = 0.60, t(400) = 14.97, p < .001).

We then conducted a series of mediation models (PROCESS model 4
with 10,000 bootstrapped samples; Hayes, 2018), with religiosity pre-
dicting both behavioral intervention measures mediated by slippery
slope thinking. We found significant mediation for both models: The
effect of religiosity was mediated by slippery slope thinking for both
participants’ willingness to intervene and stop someone from beginning
on a slippery slope (p = 0.09, 95 % CI [0.05, 0.12]) and participants’
willingness to socially punish someone who had completed the first step
on a slippery slope (f = 0.10, 95 % CI [0.06, 0.14]). These results suggest
that—consistent with some past work (Grasmick et al., 1991, 1992;
Laurin et al., 2012)—religion can promote harsher punishment for norm
violators, while also offering a cognitive mechanism via slippery slope
thinking.

As an additional test of the links between religious beliefs, slippery
slope thinking, and punitive attitudes, we examined the effect of more
specific beliefs about God as punitive (vs. loving) on slippery slope
thinking. We conducted a linear regression model, with punitive God
beliefs and loving God beliefs simultaneously predicting slippery slope

Table 3
Zero-order correlations between main measures of Study 3.
Religiosity Slippery Slope Willingness to Willingness to Socially Punitive God Loving God
Thinking Intervene Sanction Beliefs Beliefs
Religiosity 1 0.26%** 0.24%** 0.27%%** 0.23%** 0.61%**
Slippery Slope Thinking 1 0.53%** 0.317%%** 0.13*
Willingness to Intervene 0.13* 0.14*
Willingness to Socially 0.21%** 0.18**
Sanction

Punitive God Beliefs 1 0.02
Loving God Beliefs 1

N = 402, but N = 265 for correlations involving punitive god beliefs and loving god beliefs. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
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thinking. We found that punitive God beliefs were a stronger predictor of
slippery slope thinking (§ = 0.31, t(262) = 5.36, p < .001) than loving
God beliefs (p = 0.13, t(262) = 2.17, p = .031). We next examined the
effect of these beliefs on behavioral intentions by conducting two linear
regression models, predicting each behavioral intentions measure and
including both sets of beliefs as joint predictors (see Table 4). We found
that, when controlling for each other, both sets of beliefs about God
significantly predicted both willingness to intervene and willingness to
socially sanction agents described in slippery slope arguments. These
results further support a link between specific religious beliefs (i.e.,
believing God as being punitive and authoritative) and willingness to
punish people who commit minor transgressions and may “fall” down a
slippery slope. While unexpected, the continued predictive value of
loving God beliefs on these behavioral intentions may reflect other
components of religious belief not covered by the punitive God beliefs.
As we highlight in the General Discussion, future research should
continue to examine how different aspects of religiosity may differen-
tially motivate punishment (see also Laurin et al., 2012).

7. Study 4

With Study 4, we aimed to experimentally examine one implication
of slippery slope thinking—whether slippery slope thinking (and by
extension religiosity) is a stronger predictor of punishment towards
minor transgressions versus severe transgressions. We based this predic-
tion on the logic of slippery slope thinking—that small changes can lead
to worse outcomes: A small change (i.e., a minor transgression) is where
interventions could be most effective to prevent behavior from getting
worse. This prediction builds on past work by illuminating not just
whether there is an association between religiosity and punishment, but
also when this association is likely to be strongest.

7.1. Method

7.1.1. Participants

After excluding three participants for failing our attention check, our
final sample included 600 U.S. participants through CloudResearch
(Mgge = 40.88, SD = 11.98; 251 women, 342 men, 1 agender, 2 non-
binary, 1 left blank; 474 White, 60 Black or African American, 5
American Indian or Alaska Native, 51 Asian, 5 Native Hawaiian or Pa-
cific Islander, 45 Latino/a or Hispanic, 1 Other; median annual family
income: $50,000-$59,999; median education level: 4 year degree; po-
litical orientation: M = 3.38, SD = 1.86, from 1 Very Liberal to 7 Very
Conservative). In terms of religious self-identification, our sample was
majority Christian (124 Protestant, 134 Catholic, 33 Other Christian),
followed by 250 participants who identified as atheism/agnostic/non-
religious, along with 13 participants who identified with Judaism, 9
participants who identified with Islam, 8 participants who identified
with Buddhism, 2 participants who identified with Hinduism, and 22
participants who identified as Other. Sensitivity analyses conducted
using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009) indicated that this study was
powered at 0.80 to detect p > 0.13 and a difference in regression slopes
>0.19 at alpha = 0.05.

Table 4

Study 3 results from linear regressions models including both sets of God beliefs
as predictors of willingness to intervene and willingness to socially sanction an
agent described in a slippery slope argument.

Willingness to intervene Willingness to socially

sanction

Punitive God B =0.13,1(264) = 2.07,p=  p=0.21, 1(264) = 3.56,p <
Beliefs .040 .001

Loving God f =0.14, t(264) = 2.30,p = p=0.18, t(264) = 3.01,p =
Beliefs .022 .003
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7.1.2. Procedure

After giving consent, participants first completed the Slippery Slope
scale (¢ = 0.93; Adelman et al., 2021). Then, participants read four
scenarios describing different people engaging in immoral behavior. For
each scenario, we created a minor violation version, in which the
magnitude of the immoral behavior was relatively lower (e.g., stealing a
$50 item), and a severe violation version, in which the magnitude of the
immoral behavior was relatively higher (e.g., stealing a $400 item).
Besides the magnitude of the violation, the content of the scenario was
otherwise kept constant across the versions. Participants were randomly
assigned to viewing only either the minor violation versions or the severe
violation versions. For each scenario, participants also indicated how
morally wrong the behavior was (1 = Not at all, 7 = A great deal)® and
how much punishment the immoral agent deserved for their behavior (1
= None at all, 7 = A great deal). Reliability across the moral wrongness
judgments (a = 0.75) and the punishment judgments (¢« = 0.81) were
acceptably high, so we averaged across scenarios to form composite
indices. After the scenarios, participants completed the measure of belief
in supernatural agents (« = 0.95) and the measure of religious impor-
tance (¢ = 0.93). We averaged these two scales together to form a
composite index of religiosity (a = 0.81).

7.2. Results

Replicating our previous studies, we again found that religious be-
liefs correlated with slippery slope thinking (see Table 5). Consistent
with our predictions, we also found that both religiosity and slippery
slope thinking correlated with punishment judgments, although not
with wrongness judgments. This asymmetry suggests that people who
engage in more slippery slope thinking might not necessarily be viewing
the violations as more wrong or immoral but may instead be making a
prediction of the agent’s future behavior (e.g., increasingly worse vio-
lations) that could motivate punishment to deter that future behavior.
We also found that slippery slope thinking statistically mediated the
association between religiosity and punishment, § = 0.02, 95 % CI (0.01,
0.04). We found that, when including both as predictors in a linear
regression, slippery slope thinking (f = 0.13, t(594) = 3.06, p = .002)
and religiosity (f = 0.11, t(594) = 2.56, p = .011) both significantly and
independently predict punishment judgments.

We next examined differences between conditions. Unsurprisingly,
participants rated the behaviors in the severe violation condition as more
morally wrong than those in the minor violation condition (Mseyere = 6.21
VS. Mpinor = 5.82; t(595) = 5.04, p < .001, d = 0.41) and as more
deserving of punishment (Mseyere = 5.42 vS. Myinor = 4.86; t(595) = 5.88,
p < .001, d = 0.48). We then turned to whether slippery slope thinking
was a stronger predictor of punishment judgments in the minor violation

Table 5
Zero-order correlations between main measures of Study 4.
Religiosity Slippery Wrongness Punishment
Slope Scale Judgments Judgments
Religiosity 1 0.34%=* 0.04
Slippery Slope 1 —0.01 0.17%=*
Scale
Wrongness 1 0.62**
Judgments
Punishment 1
Judgments

N =597. *** p < .001.

2 Analyses examining moral wrongness judgments were treated as explor-
atory in all relevant studies. Our main hypotheses are regarding the effect of
religiosity and slippery slope thinking on punishment.
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condition versus the severe violation condition, testing the prediction that
slippery slope thinking might especially motivate punishment for less
severe violations in order to deter the agent from committing even
greater violations in the future (see Fig. 3). We found a marginally sig-
nificant interaction (p = —0.31, t(593) = 1.75, p = .081). Breaking down
this interaction, we found that slippery slope thinking significantly
predicted punishment in the minor violation condition (p = 0.22, t(296)
= 3.83, p < .001), but not in the severe violation condition (p = 0.08, t
(297) = 1.45, p = .149). Together, these results suggest that religiosity
and slippery slope thinking might be especially sensitive to relatively
minor (vs. more severe) violations in motivating punishment.

8. Study 5

With Study 5, we aimed to replicate the key finding from Study
4—that slippery slope thinking statistically mediates the relation be-
tween religiosity and punishment of minor transgression—while ruling
out two alternative explanations. First, it is possible that individual
differences in slippery slope thinking may also reflect more pessimistic
beliefs about human nature: People may believe that humans are prone
to badness, which may manifest as slippery slope thinking. Second,
slippery slope thinking may alternatively reflect a broader tendency to
make dispositional (vs. situational) attributions: If negative behavior is
generally ascribed to internal versus external factors, people may simi-
larly engage in greater slippery slope thinking. Alternatively, there may
be a methodological overlap, such that individual differences in pessi-
mistic beliefs of human nature or tendencies to make dispositional at-
tributions may lead people to endorse items related to slippery slope
thinking without actually endorsing slippery slope thinking. In Study 5,
we measured and statistically ruled out these alternative explanations.

8.1. Method

8.1.1. Participants

We recruited 400 participants from Prolific. We exclude 10 partici-
pants for failing our attention check, leaving a final sample of N = 390
(Mgge = 39.11, SD = 12.94; 193 women, 195 men, 2 non-binary; 271
White, 91 Black or African American, 5 American Indian or Alaska
Native, 23 Asian, 1 Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, 21 Latino/a or
Hispanic, 4 Other; median annual family income: $70,000-$79,999;
median education level: 4 year degree; political orientation: M = 3.82,
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SD = 1.83, from 1 Very Liberal to 7 Very Conservative). In terms of reli-
gious self-identification, our sample was majority Christian (104 Prot-
estant, 100 Catholic, 37 Other Christian), followed by 117 participants
who identified as atheism/agnostic/non-religious, along with 5 partic-
ipants who identified with Judaism, 3 participants who identified with
Islam, 4 participants who identified with Buddhism, and 20 participants
who identified as Other. Sensitivity analyses conducted using G*Power
3.1 (Faul et al., 2009) indicated that this study was powered at 0.80 to
detect an effect of § > 0.18 at alpha = 0.05.

8.1.2. Procedure

Participants first completed the four vignettes from the minor viola-
tion condition from Study 4, completing the same measures of wrongness
(a = 0.74) and punishment (« = 0.82). Then, in random order, partici-
pants completed the Slippery Slope scale (« = 0.89; Adelman et al.,
2021), the composite measure of religiosity (r(388) = 0.81, p < .001)
based on belief in four supernatural agents (« = 0.94) and the two-item
measure of religious importance (r(388) = 0.93, p < .001), and the two
alternative mechanisms. To measure pessimistic beliefs about human
nature, we used the trustworthiness and altruism subscales from the
philosophies of human nature scale (Wrightsman, 1964). Participants
rate their agreement with ten statements regarding how most people
tend to behave (o« = 0.82; e.g., “Most people would tell a lie if they could
gain by it.” from 1 Strongly disagree to 7 Strongly agree). To measure
attribution style, we adapted a meritocratic scale (To, Sherf, & Kou-
chaki, 2024) to assess the tendency to make dispositional versus situa-
tional attributions for people’s behavior. Participants responded to six
items asking them about the typical causes of people’s behavior (a =
0.89; e.g., from 1 Something the person has no power over to 6 Something
the person has power over).

8.2. Results and discussion

For zero-order correlations between all measures, see Table 6.
Replicating our previous results, we found that religiosity was a signif-
icant predictor of slippery slope thinking (f = 0.39, t(386) = 8.28, p <
.001) and of punishment judgments (p = 0.35, t(386) = 7.32, p < .001).
In turn, slippery slope thinking was a significant predictor of punish-
ment judgments (p = 0.31, t(386) = 6.35, p < .001), an effect which held
when controlling for pessimistic beliefs about human nature, attribution
style, and the perceived wrongness of the violations (p = 0.24, t(383) =
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Fig. 3. Relation in Study 4 between slippery slope thinking and punishment, plotted separately for minor violations (solid line) and severe violations (dashed line).
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Table 6
Zero-order correlations between main measures of Study 5.
Religiosity Slippery Slope Beliefs about Human Dispositional Wrongness Punishment
Scale Nature Attribution Judgments Judgments
Style
Religiosity 1 0.39%** 0.03 0.09 0.11* 0.35%**
Slippery Slope Scale 1 0.08 0.35%** 0.16** 0.31%**
Beliefs about Human Nature 1 0.01 0.16%* 0.13*
Dispositional Attribution 1 0.001 0.05
Style
Wrongness Judgments 1 0.54%**

Punishment Judgments

1

N =390. *p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.

5.34, p < .001). We next conducted a simultaneous mediation model
using PROCESS Model 4 and 10,000 bootstrapped samples (Hayes,
2018), with religiosity as the predictor, punishment as the outcome, and
including slippery slope thinking, pessimistic beliefs about human na-
ture, attribution style, and the perceived wrongness of the violations as
mediators. We found that only slippery slope thinking (b = 0.04, SE =
0.01, 95 % CI (0.008, 0.07)) and wrongness judgments (b = 0.03, SE =
0.02, 95 % CI (0.003, 0.07)) emerged as significant mediators; Pessi-
mistic beliefs of human nature (b = —0.002, SE = 0.003, 95 % CI
(—0.009, 0.004)) and attribution style (b = 0.0006, SE = 0.002, 95 % CI
(—0.003, 0.005)) failed to reach significance as mediators. Together,
these results replicate our previous findings—slippery slope thinking
helps explain why more religious people engage in more punish-
ment—while ruling out alternative explanations related to beliefs about
the immoral nature of humans and tendencies to make dispositional
attributions for behavior.

9. Studies 6a and 6b

With Studies 6a and 6b, we aimed to replicate the key finding from
Study 4 and 5—that slippery slope thinking mediates the relation be-
tween religiosity and punishment—using non-U.S. samples: India (Study
6a) and Tiirkiye (Study 6b). By replicating our results in other cultural
contexts (e.g., beyond “WEIRD” samples; Henrich, Heine, & Nor-
enzayan, 2010), we aim to speak to broader trends about religious belief
systems. Christianity (exemplified by the U.S. in the previous studies),
Hinduism (exemplified by India), and Islam (exemplified by Tiirkiye)
cover distinct religious traditions—with unique belief structures and
doctrines—and collectively represent about 70 % of the world’s popu-
lation (Pew Research Center, 2022).

9.1. Study 6a

9.1.1. Participants

We recruited a total of 759 participants living in India through the
online survey platform Cint (www.cint.com). We had initially prereg-
istered a sample of 300 participants, but over-recruited due to a tech-
nical error. To maximize power, we retain this larger sample. However,
the results are nearly identical if only the first 300 participants are
included. We excluded 6 participants for failing an initial data quality
check (failing to agree to read all material carefully), leaving a final
sample of 753 participants (Mgg = 33.82, SD = 10.41; 406 male, 287
female, 60 missing gender information; political orientation: M = 4.77,
from 1 Very Left-wing to 7 Very Right-wing). We did not collect any
additional demographic information. Sensitivity analyses conducted
using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009) indicated that this study was
powered at 0.80 to detect an effect of § > 0.10 at alpha = 0.05.

9.1.2. Procedure

Participants first completed the Slippery Slope scale (a = 0.83;
Adelman et al., 2021). Participants then read modified versions of the
four minor violation scenarios used in Study 4, updated to include
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masculine Indian names and in equivalent amount of money in Indian
rupees. As in Study 4, participants rated how morally wrong the agent’s
behavior was (a = 0.86) and how much punishment the agent deserved
for their behavior (o« = 0.81). After the scenarios, participants completed
the measure of belief in supernatural agents (a = 0.79) and the measure
of religious importance (a = 0.87). We averaged these two scales
together to form a composite index of religiosity (« = 0.68).

9.2 Study 6b

9.2.1. Participants

We recruited a total of 509 participants living in Tiirkiye through the
online survey platform Besample, which pre-screens participants for
English proficiency (besample.app). We excluded 13 participants who
did not consent to participate, 30 participants for failing to finish the
survey, 13 participants for failing an initial data quality check (failing to
agree to read all material carefully), and 164 participants for failing an
attention check (providing an incorrect answer to an instructional
attention check). In total, we excluded 237 participants, leaving a final
sample of 272 participants (Mgg = 30.13, SD = 9.86; 162 male, 109
female, 1 missing gender information; political orientation: M = 3.81,
from 1 Very Left-wing to 7 Very Right-wing). We did not collect any
additional demographic information. Sensitivity analyses conducted
using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009) indicated that this study was
powered at 0.80 to detect an effect of § > 0.18 at alpha = 0.05.

9.2.2. Procedure

All materials were presented in English. Participants completed both
a modified version of the six slippery slope arguments from Pilot Sample
A (o = 0.78) and the Slippery Slope scale (a = 0.58; Adelman et al.,
2021). Unlike in previous studies, these two measures of slippery slope
thinking were not highly correlated with each other, r(264) = 0.42;
analyses reported below are based on ratings of the slippery slope ar-
guments. Participants also read modified versions of the four minor
violation scenarios used in Study 4. As in Study 4, participants rated how
morally wrong the agent’s behavior was (o« = 0.92) and how much
punishment the agent deserved for their behavior (o« = 0.86). For both
the slippery slope arguments and the scenarios, we used masculine
Turkish names and money values expressed in Turkish lira. Participants
were randomly assigned to complete either the slippery slope measures
first (with randomized order for the Slippery Slope scale and the slippery
slope arguments) or the violation scenarios. After the scenarios, partic-
ipants completed the measure of belief in supernatural agents (o = 0.95)
and the measure of religious importance (a = 0.92). We averaged these
two scales together to form a composite index of religiosity (« = 0.84).

9.3. Results and discussion

9.3.1. Cross-cultural variation in slippery slope thinking

To help contextualize the cross-cultural analyses that follow, we
examined the within- and between-cultural variance in the measures of
slippery slope thinking. To do so, in addition to the data from Studies 6a
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(i.e., India) and 6D (i.e., Tiirkiye), we examined data from Study 1 as this
was the U.S.-based study that had the largest sample size and included
both measures of slippery slope thinking (i.e., agreement with slippery
slope statements from Pilot Sample A and the Slippery Slope scale from
Adelman et al., 2021).

There was relatively similar reliability in the Slippery Slope scale for
Study 1 (« = 0.87) and Study 6a (« = 0.83), with weaker reliability for
Study 6b (a = 0.58). There was similar reliability in agreement with the
slippery slope arguments for Study 1 (« = 0.82) and Study 6b (a = 0.78).
As previously noted, analyses for Study 6b are based on the more reliable
measure of agreement with the slippery slope arguments.

We found that there were cultural differences in slippery slope
thinking, both for agreement with slippery slope arguments (Study 1: M
=4.15, SD = 1.81; Study 6b: M = 4.88, SD = 1.92; F(1, 645) = 25.06, p
<.001, ng = 0.04) and using the Slippery Slope scale (Study 1: M = 4.23,
SD = 1.19; Study 6b: M = 4.97, SD = 0.91; Study 6a: M = 5.37, SD =
1.23; F(2, 1375) = 119.05, p < .001, ng = 0.15). In short, slippery slope
thinking was lowest in Study 1, higher in Study 6b, and then higher still
in Study 6a. In addition, Levene’s tests for equality of variances found a
significant difference in variance for the Slippery Slope scale (F(2, 1375)
=10.72, p < .001)—less variation in Study 6b, more variation in Study 1
and Study 6a—but not for agreement with slippery slope arguments (F
(1, 645) = 0.54, p = .464). These results highlight cultural variation in
slippery slope thinking, offering a promising avenue for future research
(see the General Discussion below).

We additionally tested measurement invariance of the two slippery
slope scales across the different country samples using multi-group
confirmatory factor analysis (Putnick & Bornstein, 2016). For the Slip-
pery Slope scale, configural and metric invariance were supported
(ACFI = 0.001, ARMSEA = 0.003), indicating that the factor structure
and loadings are equivalent across groups. For slippery slope arguments,
both configural and metric invariance were supported (ACFI = 0.005,
ARMSEA = 0.002). These results indicate that both measures of slippery
slope thinking exhibited similar variance structure across the different
cultural contexts.

9.3.2. Study 6a results

For zero-order correlations between main measures, see Table 7. We
conducted a series of linear regressions as the formal examinations of
our hypotheses. We found that religiosity emerged as a significant pre-
dictor of both slippery slope thinking (f = 0.44, t(703) = 12.83, p <
.001) and of punishment judgments (p = 0.31, t(703) = 8.56, p < .001).
These effects held in exploratory analyses (not included in our pre-
registration) when controlling for participants’ age, gender, and politi-
cal orientation (slippery slope thinking: p = 0.30, t(614) = 7.73, p <
.001; punishment: p = 0.22, t(614) = 5.54, p < .001). Likewise, greater
slippery slope thinking predicted harsher punishment towards those
who have committed minor moral transgression (f = 0.32, t(715) =
9.01, p < .001; controlling for demographics; p = 0.27, (614) = 6.86, p
< .001). Using PROCESS Model 4 and 10,000 bootstrapped samples
(Hayes, 2018), we found that slippery slope thinking significantly
mediated the relation between religiosity and punishment judgments, b
= 0.12, SE = 0.03, 95 % CI (0.07, 0.17).

Table 7
Zero-order correlations between main measures of Study 6a.
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9.3.3. Study 6b results

For zero-order correlations between main measures, see Table 8.
Turning to the formal tests of our hypotheses, we found that religiosity
emerged as a significant predictor of punishment judgments (p = 0.20, t
(270) = 3.31, p = .001). This significant association held in an explor-
atory analysis (not included in our pre-registration) controlling for
participants’ age, gender, and political orientation (p = 0.20, t(257) =
2.99, p = .003). In addition, we found that religiosity also significantly
predicted slippery slope thinking ( = 0.15, t(264) = 2.51, p = .013).
However, when including participant demographics, this association
between religiosity and slippery slope thinking dropped to non-
signifiance (f = 0.10, t(251) = 1.51, p = .132). Slippery slope thinking
marginally predicted greater punishment towards moral norm trans-
gressors (f = 0.12, t(264) = 1.93, p = .055), which reached traditional
levels of significance in an exploratory analysis including demographics
(p =0.14, t(251) = 2.18, p = .030). Finally, using PROCESS Model 4 and
10,000 bootstrapped samples (Hayes, 2018), we did not find that
endorsement of slippery slope arguments significantly mediated the
relation between religiosity and punishment judgments, b = 0.01, SE =
0.01, 95 % CI (—0.005, 0.03). In summary, Study 6b presents mostly
consistent support linking religiosity, slippery slope thinking, and pun-
ishment, albeit somewhat weaker compared to Studies 4 and 6a. This
weaker support could be due to the relatively smaller sample size of
Study 6b or could alternatively suggest there may be cultural and reli-
gious variation in how religious beliefs connect to slippery slope
thinking and punishment.

10. General discussion

We examined whether slippery slope thinking may help explain
whether more religious people are more prone to punishing others for
their perceived transgressions. Across our studies (with weaker results in
Study 6b), we found that religiosity is associated with greater puni-
tiveness, linked—at least in part—by greater slippery slope thinking. We
found that religiosity is connected to slippery slope thinking, an effect
which is correlationally mediated by belief in karma and the moraliza-
tion of self-control (Study 1). Similarly, experimentally manipulating
moralization of self-control can increase the effect of religiosity on
slippery slope thinking (Study 2). We also find that slippery slope
thinking predicts punishment (Study 3), with this effect emerging
potentially more strongly for relatively minor transgressions (Study 4),
an effect which cannot be explained by individual differences in holding
pessimistic beliefs about human nature or tendencies to make disposi-
tional attributions of behavior (Study 5). We replicated these latter re-
sults with a sample from India (Study 6a), with somewhat weaker and
less consistent evidence with a sample from Tiirkiye (Study 6b). These
cross-cultural results suggest both generalizability and variability across
cultures and religious traditions (Henrich et al., 2010). Our findings
shed light on the differing cognitive profiles between believers and non-
believers (Norenzayan & Gervais, 2013; Pennycook, Ross, Koehler, &
Fugelsang, 2016; White et al., 2021) and potential cultural role of
moralizing religions in facilitating cooperation (Kay et al., 2008; Laurin

Table 8
Zero-order correlations between main measures of Study 6b.

Religiosity Slippery Wrongness Punishment
Religiosity Slippery Wrongness Punishment Slope Judgments Judgments
Slope Scale Judgments Judgments Arguments
Religiosity 1 0.44 0.28 0.31 Religiosity 1 0.15* 0.04 0.21%**
Slippery Slope 1 0.34 0.32 Slippery Slope 1 0.07 0.12f
Scale Arguments
Wrongness 1 0.73 Wrongness 1 0.49%**
Judgments Judgments
Punishment 1 Punishment 1
Judgments Judgments
N = 705. All correlations significant at p < .001. N =266.1p < .10, *p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
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et al., 2012).

In this research, we aimed to extend past findings regarding whether,
why, and when religious beliefs promote punishment (Grasmick et al.,
1991, 1992; Laurin et al., 2012). We present evidence for a cognitive
mechanism—slippery slope thinking—that can explain why religiosity
would predict more punitive attitudes. That is, because slippery slope
thinking can lead people to predict a chain of increasingly negative
future behaviors, punishment can be a method to prevent those future
behaviors. In addition, as seen in Study 4, we find that this connection is
marginally more closely related to predicting punishment for minor (vs.
severe) transgressions. Our findings thus suggest not just why religiosity
would predict punishment but also when such psychological processes
are likely to be strongest. This framework may help to explain why
certain research (e.g., Hofmann, Brandt, Wisneski, Rockenbach, &
Skitka, 2018) has failed to find a link between religiosity and punish-
ment based on features of the transgressions studied (e.g., severity).
Future research could more directly reconcile when religiosity
does—and does not—predict punishment.

Our findings also contribute to a growing psychological under-
standing of slippery slope thinking (Adelman et al., 2021; Corner et al.,
2011; Haigh et al., 2016; Svedholm-Hakkinen & Kiikeri, 2022), whereby
increasingly negative events will follow from an initial act. While long
discussed in philosophy (van der Burg, 1991) and legal studies (Schauer,
1985; Volokh, 2003), slippery slope thinking has only recently been
investigated empirically. Perhaps most famously, slippery slope thinking
is associated with argumentation (van der Burg, 1991); therefore, our
results can speak to questions of for whom, and why, slippery slope
arguments are persuasive.

As a limitation of our research, we acknowledge that statistical
mediation—especially when every variable is measured—has limita-
tions for causal inference and interpretation (Fiedler et al., 2011; Fiedler
et al., 2018). We structured our mediation models as we did (e.g., in
Study 1, from religiosity to mechanisms to slippery slope thinking; in
Studies 3-6, from religiosity to slippery slope thinking to punishment)
based on our theorizing for the connections between these variables.
Religiosity is a core component in the lives of most humans, with critical
downstream consequences for their psychology (Atran & Henrich, 2010;
Fogelin, 2007; Jackson et al., 2021; Laurin et al., 2012; White et al.,
2021). However, there may be more complex, bidirectional connections
between these variables, a possibility which can be examined in future
research. Furthermore, we note that several of our studies rely on
correlational analyses, which can limit causal inferences. We did
conduct several experimental examinations of our effects (see Study 2
and Study 4), but we acknowledge that additional work should be done.
Future research should explore experimental manipulations of both
religiosity and slippery slope thinking to better understand the causal
connections between these variables.

One additional limitation—and potential avenue for future
research—was the relatively weaker evidence found in the Turkish
sample of Study 6b, in which we failed to replicate some of the associ-
ations found in the U.S. and Indian samples (Studies 4 and 6a, respec-
tively). Alternatively, there could be cultural and religious beliefs
relevant to religiosity, slippery slope thinking, and punishment that
distinguish Tiirkiye from the U.S. and India (perhaps related to the
theorized mechanisms from Study 1, belief in karma and moralization of
self-control). Future research should more directly explore the cultural
factors that influence slippery slope thinking to understand where it is
more (vs. less) connected to religiosity and punishment.

The current results present several other opportunities for extensions
and additional study. While we included samples from three countries
and religious traditions, future research should sample from other reli-
gious communities given the diversity of religious and spiritual beliefs
(Lang et al., 2019; Willard & Cingl, 2017). We operationalized religi-
osity as belief in supernatural agents and religious importance: Given
the complexity and diversity of religious beliefs across the world,
alternative operationalizations that focus on other kinds of beliefs—such
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as beliefs about the nature of God (e.g., belief that God is controlling;
Kay et al., 2008; Laurin, Kay, & Moscovitch, 2008) or the role of religion
in explaining aspects of the world (Jackson et al., 2023)—could help
explain when and why religiosity predicts slippery slope thinking and
punishment. More generally, based on Study 1, we would expect to
replicate our results to the extent that any specific religion and measure
of religiosity includes karmic beliefs and moralizes self-control.

Future research can also examine other implications of religious
people being more prone to slippery slope thinking. For example, due to
its tendency to catastrophize small changes, slippery slope thinking
might explain religiously-motivated conservatism and doctrinal ortho-
doxy in organized religions (e.g., resisting change and perceived pro-
gressive stances in religious doctrine due to the belief that such changes
will have disastrous downstream consequences for the religion). Finally,
we have highlighted one consequence of slippery slope thinking: greater
punitiveness. However, future research can explore other potential
psychological and behavioral correlates of slippery slope thinking,
outside of religion and punishment. Slippery slope thinking may lead
individuals to perceive that certain aspects of the world are out of their
control, changing faster and more dramatically than they prefer, which
can motivate efforts to resist and prevent those perceived changes.

11. Open practices

Direct links to our preregistrations are available for Study 1 (https://
aspredicted.org/k2b9-8g73.pdf), Study 2 (https://aspredicted.org/
bbfm-p4xg.pdf), Study 3 (https://aspredicted.org/2w23-w5h9.pdf),
Study 4 (https://aspredicted.org/t3kx-79xt.pdf), Study 5 (https://aspre
dicted.org/ngw5-n22n.pdf), Study 6a (https://aspredicted.org/d7nv
-d8tz.pdf), and Study 6b (https://aspredicted.org/9p3d-dtyj.pdf). We
include all preregistration information, preregistration deviations, ma-
terials, data, and analysis scripts for all studies on the OSF page for this
project, https://osf.io/xh2ku/?view_only=06a162856ea94946afbb51a
376618b05.
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