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Abstract
What should mostly matter is how successful environmental policies are at satisfying citi-
zens’ policy preferences (e.g., reducing carbon emissions), relative to the policies’ cost. Yet,
across 6 studies (N = 2759, 2 pre-registered), we found that French citizens tended to be
rather insensitive to policy efficiency. In Experiments 1a–d (N = 854), citizens regarded an
environmental policy driven by an altruistic intention that turned out to be inefficient as
being more commendable than a policy motivated by selfishness that dramatically reduced
carbon emissions. In Experiment 2 (N = 1105), altruistic but low efficiency policies were
supported only slightly less than selfish but highly efficient policies. Independent manip-
ulation of intent and efficiency indicated low sensitivity to large differences in efficiency
expressed numerically, and substantial sensitivity to actors’ intentions. Moreover, moral
commitment predicted stronger support for any environmental policy addressing the issue,
regardless of its efficiency. Finally, Experiment 3 (N = 800) found that introducing ref-
erence points and qualitative appraisals of a policy’s impact and financial cost can nudge
participants towards greater attention to its efficiency. Our paper highlights the importance
of using contextual and qualitative (vs. numeric) descriptions of policies to make citizens
more focused on their efficiency.
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Would you prefer a public policy that is highly efficient in taming CO2 emissions but
is motivated by profit? Or a policy that fares quite poorly in curbing emissions and at
a high cost for society, but altruistically aims to reduce carbon emissions? This paper
suggests that many laypeople might support the latter over the former option.

In modern societies, high amounts of executive power can be concentrated in the
hands of individuals such as ministers and CEOs (Chief Executive Officers). This
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power enables them to make policy decisions that can contribute to address press-
ing issues such as climate change, sustaining economic growth, or ensuring national
defense, but which can also result in considerable wasted money and opportunities
when the decisions are misguided. A fundamental principle in democratic governance
and corporate management is that decision-making authority stems from a delega-
tion of power, whether from citizens to government officials or from shareholders
to corporate executives (Jensen and Meckling, 1976; Strøm, 2000). This delegation
is accompanied by oversight mechanisms designed to align the decisions of those in
power with the interests of their principals (i.e., citizens, stakeholders and workers). In
the public sphere, oversight mechanisms include electoral accountability and legisla-
tive oversight (McCubbins et al., 1987), while in the corporate world, they encompass
board supervision, shareholder voting rights and market discipline (Fama and Jensen,
1998). From this normative standpoint, it can be argued thatwhat shouldmostlymatter
is how efficient policies are at reaching citizens’ policy preferences (e.g., as expressed in
votes), while keeping in mind that policies’ deployment can confiscate resources that
could be allocated to other issues. Specifically, whether the ministers or CEOs who
implement a given policy had noble or altruistic intentions or tried to benefit personally
from implementing the policy should have secondary importance.1 Abilities to judge
public policies based on their concrete results seem particularly important in market
societies, in which corporate innovation motivated by the search for profits can bring
about positive externalities (Gilbert, 2006; Hall and Rosenberg, 2010; Smith, 2013).

Contrary to this normative ideal, however, cost-benefit analyses often seem coun-
terintuitive to lay policy reasoning. Other considerations, such as inferences about
‘altruistic’ vs ‘selfish’ intentions behind the policies, appear powerful in influencing
judgments. In the domain of charity giving, donors are relatively insensitive to the
extent to which charities concretely increase human welfare. Donors’ attention is
instead focused on whether the charities pursue their preferred causes (Berman et al.,
2018), and donors strongly underestimate potentially large differences in effective-
ness between charities (Caviola et al., 2020). In laboratory experiments, cute, isolated
children often attract more empathy and donations than larger communities of poor
people in developing nations (Bloom, 2017). Likewise, the explicit belief that the selfish
pursuit of monetary interest on the market is morally ‘bad’ and undermines the com-
mon good is widespread across cultures. It leadsmany citizens to oppose Adam Smith’s
notion that private self-regard can contribute to making society prosperous and effi-
cient, often in contradiction with citizens’ own and higher goods quality (Smith, 2013;
Rubin, 2014; Boyer and Petersen, 2018). Many people have the folk economic intuition

1Whenever strangers, friends, neighbors, or colleagues are in a position to deliver us benefits or to inflict
costs on us, especially over repeated interactions, monitoring their intentions and values is adaptive as short-
cuts to future cooperative prospects (Baumard et al., 2013; Uhlmann et al., 2015). What we are arguing here
is that in modern mass societies, the concentration of power and the existence of large chains of command
put powerful leaders – with whom one will never interact – in a position to potentially solve pressing soci-
etal issues, but also to waste precious public resources, through one-off decisions. By standards of policy
efficiency and democratic sovereignty, it could be argued that the nobility of the motivations driving poli-
cymakers’ when they implement a given policy should be secondary to the policy’s ability to satisfy citizens’
needs.
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that doingwell is somehow antithetical to doing good (to others) (Lin-Healy and Small,
2013).

Attitudes toward technologies are sometimes similarly marked by relative inatten-
tion to impact and opportunity costs, and a focus on intentions. Genetically modified
organisms (GMOs) are widely seen by scientists as safe and useful in increasing agri-
cultural yields and fighting against world hunger (AAAS, 2013; Blancke et al., 2015;
Medani et al., 2024). Yet, those facts are rarely featured in folk reasoning about GMOs.
Food GMOs tend to face substantial popular opposition (S. E. Scott et al., 2016; Irsn,
2017) anchored in essentialist intuitions that scientists ‘shouldn’t play God’ (Blancke
et al., 2015; S. E. Scott et al., 2016), and in beliefs that the profit motive driving their
development makes them look suspicious (Bonny, 2003).

In this paper, we set out to explore another possible manifestation of efficiency
neglect by examining how French laypeople factor in information about the efficiency
of pro-environment public policies relative to cues about the intentions driving their
implementation. We suspected that laypeople spontaneously give little weight to large
differences in efficiency between public policies, potentially supporting policy deci-
sions that are ineffective and wasteful if they seem driven by good intentions. This
tendency appears problematic to the extent that it is desirable for citizens to try to
convert their own policy preferences into tangible policy programs that satisfy those
preferences (McCubbins et al., 1987; Fama and Jensen, 1998; Strøm, 2000; Herzog and
Hertwig, 2025).

As regards the scope of our investigation, we focus on environmental policies of
emissions reduction. Addressing anthropogenic climate change by reducing carbon
dioxide emissions is one of the most pressing policy and technological problems
faced by modern societies. For that reason, we frame our studies around evalua-
tions of policies aimed at reducing the CO2 emissions of the French industry. Our
approach consists of presenting French respondents with scenarios in which policy-
makers (ministers or CEOs) are portrayed as trying to reduce CO2 emissions through
the deployment of carbon capture policies that achieve high vs low efficiency, and are
driven by ‘altruistic’ vs ‘selfish’ intentions in the policymakers who implement them.

To foreshadow, we observe that lay French participants pay little attention to the
efficiency of environmental policies when it is described in numerical terms, and espe-
cially so when they highly moralize environmental protection (Experiments 1a–d and
2). We also find that lay respondents tend to reward altruistic intentions in policymak-
ers, and to punish selfish intentions, in cases of one-off policy decisions where those
intentions should arguably have little importance. As a result, respondents can end up
supporting highly inefficient and costly policies seen as altruistically motivated almost
to the same extent as highly efficient policies seen as motivated by personal profit
(Experiments 1a–d and 2). Encouragingly, however, our final experiment (Experiment
3) finds that introducing reference points and qualitative appraisals of the policies’
effects and cost can help citizens judge them in more efficiency-focused ways than
when efficiency information is given only numerically.

Overall, our experiments show that processing quantitative information about pub-
lic policies’ efficiency is difficult for laypeople. In line with work on ‘boosting’ in
behavioral policy research (see Herzog and Hertwig, 2025, for a review), we show the
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importance of finding intuitive framings when conveying policy characteristics to the
public.

Experiments 1a–d
Experiment 1a exposed participants to the descriptions of two policies deployed by a
CEO and aiming to reduce the CO2 emissions of his company through carbon capture
and storage technology. Development of this technology is currently under growing
market incentives (V. Scott et al., 2013). It may deserve to be judged based on cost-
benefit considerations about its ability to reduce emissions, rather than beliefs about the
moral intentions underlying its deployment (Hall and Rosenberg, 2010). One policy
was described as highly efficient in decreasing CO2 emissions but selfish, the other as
altruistic but quite inefficient. We asked howmorally commendable respondents would
see each environmental policy. People are moralistic animals, and their moral evalua-
tions powerfully shape their voting and policy attitudes (Tetlock, 2002; Baumard et al.,
2013). We expected respondents to see the altruistic but low-efficiency policy as being
more commendable than the selfish but high-efficiency policy. Experiments 1b and c
then assessed the generality of our findings on three unrelated issues.

Carbon capture technology and the environment
Experiments 1a, 2 and 3 examine judgments of policy decisions aiming to reduce
CO2 emissions through the deployment of carbon capture and storage technologies.
Everyone is by now familiar with the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
report (IPCC, Pörtner et al., 2022) insisting on the urgency of reducing atmospheric
greenhouse gas concentrations to keep global warming under 1.5°C. One pathway to
doing this is to reduce emissions through decreased production. But the IPCC report
also clearly asserts that technologies aiming at CO2 capture, storage and re-use (i.e.,
carbon capture) can help in meeting global climate change objectives2 (V. Scott et al.,
2013; Pörtner et al., 2022). Currently, many of these technologies are at an early stage
of development (V. Scott et al., 2013). As such, their long-term future depends on
both government support and committed entrepreneurs, who in turn rely on voter
and consumer backing. Thus, understanding public attitudes3 toward carbon capture

2Carbon capture technologies consist of extracting the carbondioxide responsible for climate change from
the air using turbines, chemical reactions, or algae, to transform it into solid material to be stored durably
in cement or deep geological formations (V. Scott et al., 2013; Wikipedia, 2024).

3Opinion polling on the topic suggests that public opinion is divided in Western industrialized societies,
even among populations who are committed to combating climate change (Haszeldine, 2009; Otto, 2023).
The question of the relative weight of good intentions vs efficiency in judgments of public policies in this
domain is important given the underlying moral intuitions that create divides around the use of new tech-
nologies to fight climate change (including but not limited to carbon capture technologies). To illustrate
the division among environmental attitudes in Western societies, Pinker (2021) has proposed that those
committed to combating climate change can be divided into two broad camps (forming the endpoints of a
continuum). A first camp sees humanity as the contaminator of an otherwise pure and pristine planet. On
this view, economic growth might never be compatible with combating climate change objectives, techno-
logical progress cannot play amajor beneficial role in reducing emissions, while ‘altruistic’ intentions to incur
sacrifices to curb humanity’s emissions should be the priority. Because this view focuses on the importance
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technologies might be an important ingredient in charting a path forward compati-
ble with IPCC objectives of carbon emissions reduction. This is why we framed our
vignettes on environmental policies around the issue of carbon capture in Experiment
1a, but also Experiments 2 and 3.

Method
Data availability
All studies were designed in Qualtrics and recruited French respondents via Foule
Factory, a French participant recruitment platform equivalent to Prolific, ensuring high
data quality. All data and R files can be downloaded at https://osf.io/kzpwd/?view_
only=80c7d92cebfa451996a017edcbd2f166.

Hypotheses
On all four issues of Experiments 1a–d, we predicted that respondents would judge an
altruistic but low-efficiency policy as significantly more morally commendable than a
highly efficient but selfish policy (H1). Experiments 1a–d were not preregistered, but
their vignettes and designs were preset to be comparable across issues. Sample sizes
and analyses in all four studies were defined in advance based on piloting work.

Participants
A total of 854 French participants were recruited for Experiments 1a–d through four
distinct experiments. Data were collected between June and August 2019. All respon-
dents were paid €0.50. No respondent was excluded because all data were of good
quality and submissions were complete. Respondents in the final datasets had the
following characteristics: Experiment 1a on reducing CO2 emissions with carbon cap-
ture: N = 247; Meanage = 44.2, Standard Deviation (SD)age = 13.5, 61.5% female;
Experiment 1b on promoting sex equality in the workplace: N = 211, Mage = 43.8,
SDage = 12.7, 59% female; Experiment 1c on reinforcing France’s diplomatic author-
ity: N = 202, Mage = 42.5, SDage = 13.6, 61% female; Experiment 1d on regulating
immigration: N = 194, Mage = 43.8, SDage = 13, 64% female.

Materials and procedure
For Experiments 1a–d, we selected two issues considered, in France, as being impor-
tant for left-wing people (CO2 reduction, sex equality), and two issues viewed as more
important for right-wing people (maintaining France’s diplomatic authority, immi-
gration regulation). Since our focus is on environmental attitudes in this paper, our
description of the procedures is based on the issue of carbon capture (Experiment
1a), on which a CEO was the policymaker. Minor wording differences otherwise
differentiated Experiments 1a–d (see Supplementary, A).

of well-intended efforts to reduce emissions and purify the planet, it tends to give consequentialist consid-
erations of impact and efficiency a secondary role. On the other hand, a second, techno-optimist camp sees
human ingenuity and engineering as capable of innovating technological solutions that could play a major
role in reducing primary emissions but also those already released in the atmosphere, like carbon capture
and storage. On this view, technological innovation is seen as a crucial and realistic solution for steering
society toward developing impactful and cost-effective techniques to reduce carbon emissions.
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Participants had to give their informed consent to participate. They were randomly
presentedwith two consecutive vignettes (in awithin-subjects design) that narrated the
discussion between a policymaker (in Experiment 1a, a CEO) and his advisor on a new
policy they were considering implementing. The style and structure of the vignettes
were inspired by vignette studies by Knobe (2003).

In the Altruistic/Low-efficiency policy condition, the CEO reported being driven
by the altruistic intention to help the issue when considering deploying the policy: ‘I
honestly care deeply about [fighting climate change].’ However, his advisor informed
him that the policy would cost 100million euros to the company and that it would only
do little to help the issue: ‘+10%’ positive impact at the national level and ‘+0.001%’
impact at the global level (where positive impact meant carbon emissions reduction in
Experiment 1a).

By contrast, in the Selfish/High-efficiency condition, the policymaker pursued a
selfish reward unrelated to tackling the policy issue: ‘Honestly, I don’t care about [fight-
ing climate change]. What I care about is [the profits we can make and our company’s
success.]’ However, his advisor notified him that the policy would allow for 100million
euros to be saved by the company, and that it would be highly effective at helping the
issue: ‘+80%’ positive impact at the national level, and ‘+1%’ impact at the global level
(i.e., impact meant emissions reduction in Experiment 1a). Although this summary
information was not explicitly stated in the vignettes, the chosen figures implied that
the Selfish/High-efficiency policy was 8 times more impactful at a national level, and
1000 timesmore impactful at the global scale, than theAltruistic/Low-efficiency policy,
in addition to being vastly profitable financially as opposed to costing high amounts
of money. Below is the translation to English of the vignettes from Experiment 1a.
Vignettes were presented on two consecutive pages:

Participantswere asked, ‘Towhat extentwould you say that the [CEO’s] decisionwas
commendable?’ displayed under each vignette (1, ‘Not at all commendable’; 7, ‘Totally
commendable’). They read the vignette and morally assessed the policy decision twice,
once per condition.

Participants then reported their level of moral commitment to the issue addressed
by the policy decision – environmental protection in Experiment 1a – by answering
the question ‘To what extent do you think that [protecting the environment] should be
the government’s priority?’. Responses were collected on a slider scale ranging from 0,
‘I don’t care’ to 100, ‘Absolute priority’. The questionnaires of the four studies all ended
with demographic questions: political orientation on a one-item left-right axis, sex, age
and level of education.

See Supplementary, A for vignettes and materials.

Results
All analyses were run in R (version 4.4.1) using R Studio (version 2024.12.0+467).

Effects of decision type on commendability
Figure 1 presents judgments of commendability of each policy decision were first
regressed with standard Ordinary least squares (OLS) on data aggregating the four
Experiments 1a–d with policy decision, issue and respondent’s moral commitment
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Altruistic/Low-efficiency policy Selfish/High-efficiency policy

The CEO of a global cement and concrete company is considering implementing a new pol-
icy: directly capturing CO2 as it is leaving its factories’ smokestacks, and then recycling it as an
ingredient that makes the factories’ concrete stronger. [Both conditions]

His chief advisor told him, ‘If you imple-
ment this policy, you will cut our company’s
CO2 emissions by 10%. But even with our
company’s size, this would make only a
minor difference in the fight against climate
change, as it would decrease the world’s
total CO2 emissions by only 0.001%. This
policy would only help the world a little bit.’

His chief advisor told him, ‘If you implement this
policy, you will cut our company’s CO2 emissions by
almost 80%. Given our company’s size, the impact
on fighting climate change would be massive, as it
would decrease the world’s total CO2 emissions by
1%. This is the kind of policy that could really help
the world.’

The CEO responded to the advisor, ‘I hon-
estly care deeply about fighting climate
change. Howmuch would the policy cost?’

The CEO responded to the advisor, ‘Honestly, I
don’t care about fighting climate change. What I
care about are the profits we canmake and our
company’s success. Howmuch would the policy
cost?’

The advisor responded, ‘By my calculations,
our company would lose about 100 million
euros with that policy, because the new
technology would significantly increase
production costs.’

The advisor responded, ‘By my calculations, our
company would make about 100 million euros with
that policy, because the new technology would
significantly decrease production costs.’

The CEO decided to implement the policy.
He indeed reduced his company’s CO2 emis-
sions by 10%, thus reducing the world’s
total net CO2 emissions by 0.001%. However,
because the CEO cared deeply about his
action, he thought it was definitely worth
the 100 million euros in lost profits.

The CEO decided to implement the policy. He
indeed reduced his company’s CO2 emissions by
10%, thus reducing the world’s total net CO2 emis-
sions by 0.001%. He indeed reduced his company’s
CO2 emissions by 80%, thus reducing the world’s
total net CO2 emissions by 1% and significantly
contributing to the fight against climate change.
However, more importantly to the CEO, he also
made a nice profit of 100 million euros.

as predictors. The same models were then run separately on each issue, correspond-
ing to each separate Experiment 1a–d (see Supplementary, C). We report standardized
regression coefficients, 95% confidence intervals (CIs) between squared brackets, and
ps from these models.

In analyzing aggregated data from all four studies, respondents’ commendabil-
ity ratings were highest regardless of policy decision on the issue of environmental
protection, followed by sex equality (main effect of issue: β = −0.17, [−0.29, −0.05],
p < 0.001), promoting France’s authority (β = −0.51, [−0.64, −0.38], p < 0.001), and
regulating immigration (β = −0.63, [−0.76, −0.50], p< 0.001).

As we feared, respondents rated the Selfish/High-efficiency decision as substantially
less morally commendable than the Altruistic/Low-efficiency policy decision (main
effect of decision type: β = −0.54, [−0.62, −0.45], p < 0.001 with the Altruistic/Low-
efficiency policy decision defined as baseline).

We recognized that our within-subjects design could have incentivized participants
to exaggerate the difference between their two judgments compared to a between-
subjects design, simply because they saw the two policy scenarios sequentially. We
thus compared again ratings of the two conditions while restricting the dataset to
the first condition (i.e., policy) that participants had been exposed to. In this analysis,
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Figure 1. Judgments of commendability of policy decisions as a function of decision type
(within-subjects) and policy issue (separate experiments) in Experiments 1a–d. Black lines are medians,
red dots are means and black whiskers are 95% CIs of the mean.

the Altruistic/Low-efficiency decision was still seen as substantially more commend-
able than the Selfish/High-efficiency decision (main effect of decision type: β = −0.56,
[−0.68, −0.44], p< 0.001).

We now turn to results focusing on each experiment separately. When the poli-
cymaker was a CEO who tried to reduce CO2 emissions from his company through
carbon capture, the Selfish/High-efficiency decision was judged as substantially less
commendable than the Altruistic/Low-efficiency policy (β = −0.99, [−1.15, −0.84],
p< 0.001). A similar effect was found when the policymaker was a CEO who tried to
reduce sex inequality in his company, with the Selfish/High-efficiency decision being
rated as substantially less commendable than the Altruistic/Low-efficiency policy
(β = −0.82, [−0.99, −0.64], p< 0.001).

By contrast, when a minister implemented a policy aiming to promote France’s
authority in the world and to regulate immigration, the difference in perceived
commendability between the Altruistic/Low-efficiency policy and the Selfish/High-
efficiency decisionwas smaller. Still, theAltruistic/Low-efficiency policieswere rated as
being slightly more commendable than their Selfish/High-efficiency counterparts, not
less, although the difference was not always significant (France’s authority: β = −0.13,
[−0.33, 0.06], p= 0.167; immigration regulation: β= −0.23, [−0.41, −0.04], p= 0.016).

Associations betweenmoral commitment to the issue and commendability
judgments
Figure 2 shows that participants were on average most morally committed to the issue
of environmental protection (M = 80.2, median = 82, SD = 18.8), followed by pro-
moting sex equality (M = 68.9,median = 71, SD = 23.4), France’s authority (M = 52.3,
median = 54, SD = 21.7) and regulating immigration (M = 56.3, median = 60,
SD = 28).
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Figure 2. Commendability judgments of policy decisions as a function of respondents’ moral
commitment to the issue, decision type, and breaking down by issue in Experiments 1a–d. Colored lines
are simple linear regression slopes, and greyed areas are the 95% CIs.

On all four issues, greater moral commitment to the issue was associated with
more praise of the Altruistic/Low-efficiency decision. However, on issues of reduc-
ing carbon emissions and fighting sex inequality (on which the policymaker was a
CEO), greater moral commitment predicted less commendability of the Selfish/High-
efficiency decision (reducing carbon emissions: main effect of commitment: β = 0.00;
commitment × policy: β = −0.36, [−0.51, −0.21], p < 0.001; promoting sex equal-
ity: main effect of commitment: β = 0.07, [−0.01, 0.16], p = 0.095; commitment ×
policy: β = −0.32, [−0.49, −0.14], p < 0.001). By contrast, on the issues of promoting
France’s authority and regulating immigration (where the policymaker was aminister),
greater moral commitment was associated with higher perceived commendability of
the Selfish/High-efficiency decision (promoting France’s authority: main effect of com-
mitment: β = 0.21, [0.11, 0.30], p < 0.001; commitment × policy: β = −0.06, [−0.25,
0.13], p = 0.52; regulating immigration: main effect of commitment: β = 0.36, [0.27,
0.46], p< 0.001; commitment × policy: β = 0.01, [−0.17, 0.20], p = 0.9).

Simple slope analyses of the associations between moral commitment and judg-
ments of commendability of each policy decision considered separately can be found
in Supplementary, C.

Discussion
A policy decision that only helped reduce CO2 emissions through carbon capture a
little bit at a high cost, but which was altruistically motivated, was judged asmore com-
mendable than a policy at least eight times more impactful at reducing emissions and
financially profitable, but selfishly motivated. This result, based on efficiency informa-
tion given in numeric format, was generalized to three other issues and was observed
bothwhen the policymaker was the CEOof a private company or aminister.Moreover,
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themore participantsweremorally committed to an issue, themore commendable they
saw an altruistic policy decision aiming to tackle it, despite its poor impact and high
financial cost. Finally, we note that the Altruistic/Low-efficiency policy decisions were
rated higher when aCEO implemented them.Thismight be due to French respondents
demanding greater contributions to the common good from public servants than from
CEOs (Zitelmann, 2023), resulting in the thought that CEOs deserve more praise than
ministers for similar prosocial decisions.4

Experiment 2
The designs employed in Experiments 1a–d showed that well-intended but inefficient
policies tended to be seen as more commendable than highly efficient policies moti-
vated by self-interest, at least when policy information is provided in numeric format.
However, the degree to which those findings are due to efficiency insensitivity or to
intentions being given high importance is unclear. To answer this question, Experiment
2 independently manipulated the policy’s efficiency, the decision maker’s intent and
their identity. Finally, to provide amore conservative measurement of people’s (in)sen-
sitivity to efficiency, the outcome variable was reframed in terms of support for the
policy.

Method
Preregistration
The design, materials, sample size, hypotheses and analyses of Experiment 2 were pre-
registered on OSF: https://osf.io/ry3qn/?view_only=1a1b3741cc114adb8ef3851072
ad29c4.

Hypotheses
Based on Experiments 1a–d and a pilot study of Experiment 2 (N = 661), we made the
following preregistered hypotheses:

H1: Participants will support more high efficiency policies than low efficiency policies
ceteris paribus.

H2: Participants will support more altruistic policies than policies in which no inten-
tion is specified ceteris paribus.

H3: Participants will support less selfish policies than policies in which no intention is
specified ceteris paribus.

H4: The altruistic but low efficiency policies will be supported more than the selfish
but highly efficient policies (across levels of policymaker identity), like in Experiments
1a–d.

4A second and complementary explanation is that participants were, on average,moremorally committed
to the former two issues than to the latter two, and this might have driven up ratings of commendability of
the Altruistic/Low-efficiency policy.
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Participants
A preregistered a priori power analysis based on a pilot study of N = 661 was used
to estimate the target sample size of Experiment 2. We took a medium effect of poli-
cymakers’ intention (altruistic vs no intention) on judgments of support of the policy,
d= 0.38, as the effectwewanted to be able to detect in the final study.Gpower estimated
that 87 participants per groupwere required to detect d = 0.38 at 80%power. Given our
12 experimental conditions design, this means that 1044 participants were required.
A total of 1203 French participants were recruited on Foule Factory for Experiment 2,
which lasted about threeminutes, in exchange for €0.75.Ninety-eight respondentswho
failed the attention check were excluded from the data. Our final dataset retained 1105
respondents (Mage = 42; SDage = 13.2; 50% female). Data were collected in October
2023.

Materials and procedure
Experiment 2 focused on the issue of protecting the environment using carbon cap-
ture, the type of environmental policy that was the focus of our interest in this project.
The vignettes and procedure were the same as in Experiment 1a except for the follow-
ing changes. Instead of comparing two decision types only, we independently varied
the policymaker’s intention (altruistic intent, no intention specified and selfish intent),
the policy’s efficiency (low vs high efficiency) and the policymaker’s identity (CEO
vs Minister). The design was now a 3 × 2 × 2 design with 12 conditions, between-
subjects to avoid repeated reading of the vignettes artificially inflating differences in
policy support.

Altruistic motivations reported by the policymaker were the same as in Experiment
1a (‘I honestly care deeply about fighting climate change’). The no intention condi-
tions were created by suppressing the sentencesmentioning the policymaker’s reported
motivations to implement the policy. We meant the ‘no intention’ baseline to gauge
how responsive to policy efficiency participants would be in the absence of any cue to
the decision maker’s motivations. As regards the selfish motivations of the policymak-
ers, we modified them slightly to make them more believable and less cynical. When
a CEO implemented the policy, we used the formulation: ‘Honestly, I don’t care about
fighting climate change. What I care about is to improve the image of our company’
(instead of ‘What I care about are the profits we can make and our company’s success’
in Experiment 1). When the policy maker was a minister, we used the formulation:
‘Honestly, I don’t care about fighting climate change. What I care about is to improve
our political party’s image to increase chances of winning the presidential elections’
(instead of ‘What I care about is making budget savings that could increase chances
of our party winning the next election’ in Experiment 1). Selfish motivations were
thus reputational, rather than pecuniary, to avoid a tension with scenarios in which
the policy costs a high amount of money (see below).

Second, we increased the contrast between the low and high levels of the efficiency
factor compared to Experiments 1a–d to make it more salient. Moreover, policy effi-
ciency was described at the national level only (contrary to Experiments 1a–d) tomake
it easier to represent for lay participants. Third, the money sum described as being
saved vs wasted by the implementation of the policy was raised to a more ecological
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figure: 13 billion euros. Although this was not said in the vignettes, this is approxi-
mately the amount that the French state spends each year in ‘sustainable development
policies’ (https://www.economie.gouv.fr/facileco/comptes-publics/budget-etat). Thus,
in the low-efficiency conditions, the policywas described as reducing the French indus-
try’s carbon emissions by only 2% at the national level, and as costing 13 billion euros
in the long run (to the state when it was a minister vs to the company when it was a
CEO). By contrast, in the high-efficiency conditions, the policy was described as con-
tributing to an 80% reduction of the French industry’s CO2 emissions at the national
level, and as allowing 13 billion euros to be saved in the long run. Although this was not
explicitly said in the vignettes, the figures entailed that the high-efficiency policy was
40 times more impactful at a national level than the low-efficiency policy, in addition
to being vastly financially profitable as opposed to costing a lot of money.

Fourth, we realized that the dependent variable framed in terms of policy ‘decision’
used in Experiments 1a–d could implicitly invite participants to focus on the moral
character of the actor’s decision to the detriment of the policy’s efficiency and impact.
This could artificially increase chances that their responses neglect costs and benefits.
We thus asked: ‘To what extent do you support this policy?’ (1, ‘Not at all’; 7, ‘Totally’),
immediately below the vignette.

On the following page, respondents were also asked to what extent they saw the
CEO or minister as an ‘ally’ of environmental protection: ‘For you, what does the CEO
[Minister] represent in the struggle to protect the environment in the long run?’ (0,
‘clearly an enemy’ to 100, ‘clearly an ally’). This additional question was introduced to
measure the extent to which policy support tracks inferences about the trustworthiness
of the policymaker.

Next, participants reported their level of moral commitment to environmental pro-
tection on a three-item scale: ‘Protecting nature is an absolute moral imperative,’ ‘The
conviction that one must fight to protect the environment is central to my identity’
(inspired from Skitka et al., 2005; Skitka, 2010); ‘Protecting the environment should be
the government’s priority’ (0, ‘Totally disagree’; 50, ‘I don’t know’ as default position;
100, ‘Totally agree’).

The experiment ended with demographic questions: political orientation on a 1-
item left-right axis, sex, age and education, an attention check (see Supplementary, B),
and an invitation to send written feedback to the experimenters.

Results
Effects of policy efficiency, intent and policymakers’ identity on support for policy
The results shown in Figures 3 and 4 were analyzed usingmultiple regressions of policy
support on policy efficiency (low vs high), policymaker intent (unspecified vs altruistic
vs selfish) and policymaker identity (CEO vs minister) (see Supplementary, D). Levels
listed first in parentheses were set as baselines for each factor in the main regression
analyses. Main effects are reported from a model containing only the main effects, and
the two-way interactions from amodel containing themain effects and the interaction.

Policies implemented by a minister garnered less support across the board than
those made by a CEO (β = −0.35, [−0.45, −0.26], p< 0.001).
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Experiment 2, N = 1105

Figure 3. N = 1105. Support for policy in Experiment 2 as a function of intent and efficiency, breaking
down by policymaker identity. Black lines are medians, red dots are means and black whiskers are 95%
CIs of the mean.

The high-efficiency policies were supported more than the low-efficiency policies,
regardless of intention and policymaker identity (β= 1.04, [0.95, 1.13], p< 0.001).This
difference was greater when the policymaker was a minister than a CEO (efficiency ×
identity: β = 0.31, [0.13, 0.49], p < 0.001), an effect driven mainly by low-efficiency
policies being supported less when a minister was implementing them than when it
was a CEO.

Restricted analyses of conditions that did not ascribe any intention to the policy-
maker allow us to gauge the extent to which judgments of support were sensitive to
a large contrast in policy efficiency. When no intent was ascribed to the policymaker,
high-efficiency policies were more supported than low-efficiency policies, β = 1.20,
[1.05, 1.35], p< 0.001). Although this latter effect was, statistically speaking, of a fairly
large size, it is striking that participants’ judgments showed so little responsiveness to
such large differences in efficiency as described by the vignettes. While support for
high-efficiency policies not mentioning any intent was around ‘Clearly’ on the sup-
port scale, support for low-efficiency policies not mentioning intent dropped by only
2 scale points to ‘Undecided’, despite the latter having a gigantic financial cost and tiny
environmental protection benefit.

Mention of a selfish motivation in the policymaker decreased support for the
decision compared to when no intention was specified (main effect of selfish intent:
β = −0.45, [−0.56, −0.34], p < 0.001). By contrast, mentioning an altruistic motiva-
tion driving the policymaker slightly increased support for the policy (main effect of
altruistic intent: β = 0.11, [0.00, 0.22], p = 0.045). The former effect was larger than
the latter, perhaps due to a ceiling effect on policy support.
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Figure 4. N = 1105. Support for policy in Experiment 2 as a function of intent and efficiency (aggregating
across policymaker identity). Black lines are medians, red dots are means and black whiskers are 95% CIs
of the mean.

Participants in Experiment 2 supported the Altruistic/Low-efficiency policies
slightly less than the Selfish/High-efficiency policies. Though these results contrast
with Experiments 1a–d, it is important to notice how small the preferences for themore
efficient policies were. Those comparisons were run with regression analyses compar-
ing only those two experimental conditions on a restricted dataset. Breaking down by
policymaker identity, when the policy was deployed by a minister, the Altruistic/Low-
efficiency policies were rated M = 4.06, SD = 1.62 and the Selfish/High-efficiency
policies M = 5.04, SD = 1.66 (β = 0.55, [0.29, 0.82], p < 0.001). When the policy
was deployed by a CEO, ratings of support were even closer, with the Altruistic/Low-
efficiency policies being rated M = 5.08, SD = 1.51 and the Selfish/High-efficiency
policiesM = 5.65, SD = 1.34 (β = 0.29, [0.15, 0.43], p = 0.007). This means that large
discrepancies in policy efficiency only had a small impact on policy support.

Associations betweenmoral commitment to environmental protection and policy
support
As shown in Figure 5, the more morally committed to environmental protection
respondents were, the more they supported the CO2-reduction policies. Pooling
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Figure 5. N = 1105. Support for policy in Experiment 2 as a function of respondents’ moral commitment
to protecting the environment, policymakers’ intent and policy efficiency, broken down by policymaker
identity. Simple linear regressions with 95% CIs as greyed areas.

all policy conditions together, the overall effect of commitment on support was:
β = 0.23, [0.19, 0.28], p < 0.001 (we report here the most conservative estimate; see
Supplementary for a comparison between models). The positive effect of commitment
on policy support was slightly smaller on high (vs low) efficiency policies, presum-
ably due to a ceiling effect on the policy support scale (commitment × high efficiency:
β = −0.15, [−0.24, −0.06], p = 0.001). Specifying that the policymaker was motivated
by altruism rather than giving no intention-relevant cues did not moderate the posi-
tive effect of moral commitment on policy support (commitment × intent: β = −0.01).
However, specifying that the policymaker was motivated by selfishness rather than
providing no intention-related information decreased the positive effect ofmoral com-
mitment on policy support (commitment × intent: β= 0.24, [−0.35, −0.13], p< 0.001).
This was particularly visible when the policymaker was a CEO. Simple slope analyses
of moral commitment to environmental protection on policy support in each exper-
imental condition are reported in Supplementary, D. Overall, moral commitment to
environmental protection was associated with more support for any environmental
policy, regardless of the policies’ contrasts in efficiency – except for the two selfish
policies deployed by a CEO.

Finally, we found that support for the environmental policies is strongly predicted
(β = 0.60, [0.55, 0.65], p < 0.001) by perceptions of the policymaker as being an ally
(vs an enemy) of the cause of environmental protection; whatmay be called their trust-
worthiness. See end of Supplementary, D for visualizations and analyses, not reported
here for reasons of space.

Discussion
As in Experiments 1a–d, large numeric discrepancies in environmental policy effi-
ciency had relatively little effect on their popularity in Experiment 2. Although the
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low-efficiency policies were about 40 times less impactful at reducing CO2 emissions
than their low-efficiency alternatives, the change in support between them was no
greater than two points on a seven-point scale (β = 1.04, [0.95, 1.13], p < 0.001),
and the low-efficiency policies were overall not disapproved of. Moreover, the altru-
istic but low-efficiency policies were only slightly less supported than the selfish but
high-efficiency policies. Holding efficiency constant, altruistic policies were supported
more than policies ascribing no motivation to the policymaker, and selfish policies
were disapproved of the most.5

In contexts where policy efficiency is described numerically, these intuitions may
lead to altruistic but inefficient policies being supported roughly to the same extent as
efficient policies perceived as selfishly motivated.

Finally, greatermoral commitment to environmental protectionwas associatedwith
more support for any policy aiming to reduce emissions, regardless of its efficiency and
of the motivations driving it. Strong moralization of a policy issue apparently makes
people less likely to apply cost-benefit thinking to it (Tetlock, 2003; Skitka, 2010).

Experiment 3
Experiments 1a–d and 2 suggest that respondents give relatively little importance to
large discrepancies in efficiency in reducing carbon emissions when efficiency infor-
mation is provided numerically. At the same time, they give substantial importance to
the personal motivations driving the policymakers – which arguably should matter lit-
tle given they are one-off decisions.With Experiment 3, we askedwhether being able to
compare an altruistic but inefficient policy to a highly efficient but selfish policy by see-
ing them simultaneously (vs in isolation) could reduce efficiency neglect. We expected
a simultaneous presentation of the two scenarios to make the policies’ characteristics
more salient, thusmaking respondentsmore attentive to their efficiency, and less to the
personal motivations driving them. Crucially, Experiment 3 also introduced reference
points and qualitative appraisals of the policies’ cost and efficiency to help respondents
process efficiency contrasts more intuitively.

Method
Preregistration
The design, materials, sample size, hypotheses and analyses of
Experiment 3 were preregistered on OSF: https://osf.io/qps6b/?view_only=
67dc8635ba394678b65385dc5cd423ee.

Hypotheses
We made the following preregistered hypotheses:

H1: The altruistic but low efficiency environmental policies will be supported more, or
to a similar extent, as the selfish but highly efficient policies.

5On high-efficiency policies, the no intentions conditions tended to pattern the same as the altruistic
intent policies, possibly because respondents tended to implicitly infer prosocial intentions even when they
were not specified.
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H2: Seeing descriptions of the policies simultaneously will increase support for the
selfish but highly efficient policy compared to when the policy descriptions are seen
sequentially.

H3: Seeing descriptions of the policies simultaneously will decrease support for the
altruistic but low efficiency policy compared to when the policy descriptions are seen
sequentially.

Participants
WepoweredExperiment 3 over a small effect of d= 0.15 of the interaction between sce-
nario (Altruistic/low-efficiency vs Selfish/high-efficiency, within-subjects) and mode
of presentation (simultaneous vs sequential, between-subjects). A power analysis in
GPower estimated that 400 participants per group in an independent groups design
were required to detect d = 0.15 at 80% power. 816 French participants were recruited
on Foule Factory for about 4 minutes, paid €1.00. Sixteen participants who failed the
attention check were excluded. Our final dataset contains 800 (Mage = 44; SDage = 13;
50% female). Data were collected in April 2024.

Materials and procedure
The design of Experiment 3, which focused on carbon capture technology, was based
on that of Experiment 1a. Contrary to Experiment 1a, Experiment 3 only portrayed
policy decisions as beingmade by aminister (not aCEO) because judgments of support
in Experiment 2 displayed higher variance with a minister. Importantly, Experiment 3
also manipulated whether respondents would consider the Altruistic/Low efficiency
and Selfish/High-efficiency scenarios simultaneously (on the same survey page) vs
sequentially (on two consecutive pages, like in Experiments 1 and 2). All participants
saw both policy scenarios (Altruistic/Low-efficiency vs Selfish/High-efficiency shown
as within-subjects factor and sequential vs simultaneous presentation presented as
between-subjects factor).

In the sequential presentation condition, the survey had the same structure as in
prior studies. Respondents were randomly exposed to one of the two scenarios first,
asked to what extent they supported it, and then on the next page, they saw the
description of the second policy and reported their support for it. In the simultaneous
presentation condition, information about both policies was presented in two columns
of text side by side on the same page (counterbalanced). We reasoned that putting
policy characteristics side by side might make the (normatively important) informa-
tion about policies’ impact on emissions and financial cost easier to remember and to
compare than when considered in sequential order. In this simultaneous presentation
condition, the two columns of text containing the policy descriptions were introduced
to participants as two distinct dialogues between a minister and his advisor, which
they were asked to read ‘very carefully, from left to right, one after the other.’ In all
conditions, to facilitate discrimination of the two scenarios, both ministers were given
a neutral French family name: Mr. Lefevre or Mr. Ligneul. Our dependent variable
was: ‘To what extent do you support the public policy proposed by Mr. Lefevre [Mr.
Ligneul]?’ (1, ‘Not at all’ to 7, ‘Totally’).
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The selfish motivation driving the minister in one of the two scenarios was again to
improve the party’s image. As regards policy efficiency, the dialogues in the vignettes
stipulated 80% reduction (high efficiency) vs 1% reduction (low efficiency) of the
French industry’s CO2 emissions at the national level (vs 2% reduction in Experiment
2, the goal here being to make the low-efficiency policy appear even more inefficient).
Like in Experiment 2, the scenarios were described as entailing 13 billion euros to be
saved (high efficiency) vs wasted (low efficiency), a figure equivalent to the French
budget for sustainable development.

Experiment 3 introduced another crucial difference in the policy description:
numerical information provided by the advisor about the financial cost of the poli-
cies was accompanied by reference points for the policy’s cost, and qualitative appraisals
of its efficiency, to make the policies’ efficiency more intuitive to process. In the high-
efficiency scenarios, ‘The policy alone would allow the entire annual state budget for
sustainable development to be saved, which is colossal. The policy would therefore be
highly efficient in terms of its cost-benefit ratio’. By contrast, in the low-efficiency
policies, ‘Thepolicy alonewould cost the entire annual state budget for sustainable devel-
opment, which is colossal. The policy would therefore be quite inefficient in terms of its
cost-benefit ratio’. We expected those cues (in bold text in vignettes) to reduce par-
ticipants’ propensity to neglect the policies’ efficiency by providing intuitive ways of
judgingwhatmay be considered as a high vs a lowpolicy cost. Contrary to prior studies,
key information about theministers’ motivations and the policies’ impact and financial
cost was emphasized in bold in the questionnaire. See vignettes in Supplementary, A.

Experiment 3 used the same three-item measure of moral commitment to envi-
ronmental protection, demographic questions and the same attention check as in
Experiment 2. These were positioned on a page following the vignettes.

Results
Effects of policy scenario and presentation mode on support for policy in
Experiment 3
Tests of our main preregistered hypotheses (βpreregistered) were performed on a dataset
containing judgments of support for the first policy viewed in the sequential condition,
and judgments of support for both policies in the simultaneous presentation condition.
We also report results of those tests on the whole dataset (βall data). Interested readers
can find mean levels of support for the policies in Supplementary, E, together with
regression tables.

Figure 6 shows results from Experiment 3. Contrary to previous studies, partic-
ipants supported the Altruistic/Low-efficiency scenarios substantially less than the
Selfish/High-efficiency policies (main effect of scenario: βpreregistered = 1.11, [1.02, 1.20],
p < 0.001; βall data = 1.13, [1.05, 1.21], p < 0.001). For the first time in our series of
studies, participants seemed to slightly reject the Altruistic/Low-efficiency scenario,
with average support in the ‘somewhat not’ region. The fact that the Selfish/High-
efficiency policy was now supported more than the Altruistic/Low-efficiency policy
canmost likely be attributed to the reference points for the policies’ cost and qualitative
appraisals of policy efficiency introduced in Experiment 3. As we show in more detail
below, introducing those qualitative cues likely helped respondents grasp the contrast
in efficiency between the scenarios more intuitively compared to Experiments 1 and 2.
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Experiment 3, Minister on carbon capture, N = 800

Figure 6. N = 800. Support for Altruistic/Low-efficiency and Selfish/High-efficiency policies in Experiment
3 as a function of whether the two policies are presented sequentially or simultaneously to participants
(mode of presentation). Importantly, following our preregistered analyses, only ratings of the first policy
viewed in the sequential presentation mode are plotted here. Black lines are medians, red dots are means
and black whiskers are 95% CIs of the mean.

Effect of the sequential vs simultaneous presentation in Experiment 3
See Figure 6, which shows that the manipulation of the mode of presentation of the
policy scenarios had no detectable effect. Mode of presentation and scenario did not
interact significantly (βpreregistered = −0.15, [−0.35, 0.05], p = 0.154; βall data = −0.14,
[−0.30, 0.02], p = 0.088). We then examined the effect of the manipulation on each
scenario considered separately using post hoc analyses. Support for the Selfish/High-
efficiency policy was not greater when both policies were presented simultaneously
than sequentially (βpreregistered = 0.01, [−0.16, 0.18], p = 0.914; βall data = −0.06, [−0.20,
0.08], p = 0.387). Moreover, rather than decreasing support for the Altruistic/Low-
efficiency policy as we expected in H3, presenting both policies simultaneously
marginally increased support for it compared to when the two policies were consid-
ered one at a time (βpreregistered = 0.18, [0.01, 0.34], p = 0.038; βall data = 0.11, [−0.03,
0.25], p = 0.129).

Effect of introducing reference points and qualitative appraisals of policy efficiency
in Experiment 3 vs 2
Let us now turn to what is arguably the most important result of Experiment 3.
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Table 1. Summary of the differences between the policy scenarios most comparable to each other in
Experiments 2 and 3

Experiment 2
(policy scenarios were always
presented sequentially, in
between-subjects design)

Experiment 3
(focusing on policy scenarios viewed
sequentially, between-subjects)

Decision maker Minister Minister

Intention Altruistic Selfish Altruistic Selfish

Efficiency Low
efficiency:

High efficiency: Low efficiency: High efficiency:

2%
reduction

80% reduction 1% reduction 80% reduction

−13 billion
euros

+13 billion euros −13 billion euros +13 billion
euros

Policy would
‘allow the entire
annual state
budget for
sustainable
development to
be saved, which
is colossal’

Policy would
‘cost the entire
annual state
budget for
sustainable
development,
which is colossal’

In Experiment 2 (which had a between-subjects design), the
Altruistic/Low-efficiency and Selfish/High-efficiency scenarios involving a Minister
were highly similar to their counterparts viewed in a sequential order in Experiment
3. The key differences were the introduction in Experiment 3 of the reference point
for the policies’ cost in terms of the state’s budget for sustainable development, and the
qualitative appraisals of the policy’s efficiency. (The only other difference was a 2% vs
1% reduction in carbon emissions between the two experiments in the low-efficiency
conditions). Table 1 below summarises the main differences between the information
contained in the vignettes of Experiment 3 and 2. Focusing analyses on just these pairs
of conditions allows us to approximately assess the effect of introducing the reference
point and qualitative appraisals in Experiment 3.

Here is the key result: Introducing the reference point and qualitative appraisals
of the policies’ efficiency in Experiment 3 made respondentsmuchmore responsive to
policy efficiency compared to Experiment 2. See Figure 7 for visualizations. Comparing
policy support in Experiment 3 to that in Experiment 2, respondents becamemarkedly
less supportive of the Altruistic/Low-efficiency policies, and slightly more support-
ive of the Selfish/High-efficiency policies (policy scenario × experiment: β = 0.73,
[0.47,0.99], p< 0.001; post hoc analyses restricted to Altruistic/Low-efficiency policies:
β = −0.61, [−0.83, −0.39], p < 0.001; post hoc analyses restricted to Selfish/High-
efficiency policies: β = 0.26, [0.03, 0.48], p = 0.027).

Associations betweenmoral commitment to environmental protection and policy
support
We now go back to the analysis of Experiment 3 alone. Since the manipulation of
presentation mode had no detectable effect on judgments of support (against our
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Figure 7. Support for Altruistic/Low-efficiency and Selfish/High-efficiency policies implemented by a
Minister in Experiment 3 vs Experiment 2, on the issue of carbon capture and storage. Focusing on just
these conditions allows us to approximately gauge the effect of introducing a reference point for the costs
of the policies (i.e., the Budget of the French state for sustainable development) and of the qualitative
appraisals of the policies’ efficiency. Black lines are medians, red dots are means and black whiskers are
95% CIs of the mean.

preregistered hypotheses), we report associations between policy support and moral
commitment to environmental protection based on the whole dataset, visualized
in Figure 8. Higher moral commitment to environmental protection was associated
with higher support for the public policies aiming to reduce CO2 emissions when
averaging across them (main effect: β = 0.09, [0.05, 0.13], p < 0.001). More specifi-
cally, positive effects ofmoral commitment to the environmentweremarkedly stronger
on the less popular Altruistic/Low-efficiency scenarios than on the more popular
Selfish/High-efficiency scenarios (commitment × policy: β = −0.15, [−0.23, −0.07],
p < 0.001). Whether the two policies were presented simultaneously or in isolation
did not affect the positive influence of moral commitment to the environment on pol-
icy support (commitment × presentation: β = 0.01, [−0.07, 0.09], p = 0.778). See
Supplementary, E, for post hoc, simple slopes analyses of the associations between
moral commitment and policy support in each condition.

Discussion
In contrast with Experiments 1a–d and 2, the altruistic but inefficient policy aiming
to reduce CO2 emissions was supported much less than the highly efficient but selfish
policies (βpreregistered = 1.11, p < 0.001). This reversal in respondents’ judgments can
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Figure 8. N = 800 respondents. Support for Altruistic/Low-efficiency and Selfish/High-efficiency policies
in Experiment 3 as a function of respondents’ moral commitment to environmental protection and
whether the two policies are presented sequentially or simultaneously to participants (mode of
presentation). All data from Experiment 3 is shown. Simple linear regressions with 95% CIs as greyed
areas.

likely be attributed to our introduction of a reference point and qualitative appraisals
of the policies’ impact and cost. Those qualitative cues, present only in Experiment 3,
likely allowed respondents to processmore intuitively the difference in policy efficiency
(e.g., ‘very efficient’ vs ‘very inefficient’; ‘colossal’ amounts saved or lost) and in more
context (reference to the state’s annual budget), rather than based on abstract numbers
as in previous studies. This pattern of results gives hope that lay citizens can be nudged
toward more attention to the efficiency of public policies if context and intuitive verbal
summaries of their impact are provided. Contrary to expectations, presenting the char-
acteristics of the policies simultaneously to facilitate comparisons of their efficiency
levels did not make respondents more efficiency-focused in their judgments.

General discussion
Ministers and CEOs sit at the top of organizational chains of command that poten-
tially allow them to turn citizens’ policy preferences into concrete effects that ben-
efit the common good. From standards of democratic sovereignty and corporate
accountability, what should matter most is how successful the policies they deploy are
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at reaching citizens’ policy choices, while keeping track of opportunity costs (Herzog
and Hertwig, 2025). This is especially relevant in market societies in which pecuniary
rewards can be an engine of socially beneficial innovation (Rubin, 2003; Hall and
Rosenberg, 2010; Smith, 2013).

Contrary to this ideal, our six experiments (N = 2759) found that French people’s
judgments of policy decisions were only moderately responsive to large differences
in efficiency, at least when expressed in numerical format. In Experiments 1a–d
(N = 854), the fact that high-efficiency policy decisions were at least 8 times more
impactful than low-efficiency policies, and that they would make society save rather
than lose 100 million euros, never sufficed to make participants judge high-efficiency
decisions as more commendable than low efficiency ones. Experiment 2 (N = 1105,
preregistered) showed that in the absence of information on the policymaker’s moti-
vations, high-efficiency policies 40 times more impactful than low-efficiency policies–
and hugely profitable financially rather than costly–received only 1.5 scale points more
support than low-efficiency policies, on a seven-point scale (d = 1.12). As a stark illus-
tration of this trend in Experiment 2, the altruistic but low-efficiency policies were
supported only slightly less than the selfish but high-efficiency policies.

Encouragingly, however, Experiment 3 (N = 800, preregistered) suggests that when
providing a standard to which the policy’s cost can be compared – that is, the state’s
budget for environmental transition – and qualitative appraisals of its efficiency, it is
possible to nudge people toward placing a higher emphasis on policy efficiency.

How should one interpret our respondents’ relatively low responsiveness to effi-
ciency contrasts? One possibility is that, while citizens do care about policy outcomes,
they are not always cognitively equipped to process large differences in impact or
financial cost when this information is presented in purely numerical terms (e.g.,
percentages). Indeed, research on ‘number numbness’ has shown that numerical infor-
mation is not intuitive and can fail to trigger emotional engagement (Peters et al., 2006;
Slovic, 2007).

At the same time, comparing results from Experiment 3 and 2 suggests that the lack
of standards for assessing policy efficiency played a role too. Participants became more
discerning of efficiency contrasts when reference values (i.e., state’s budget for environ-
mental transition) and qualitative appraisals were introduced in Experiment 3. What
appears as efficiency neglect may thus also spring, in part, from respondents lacking
intuitive reference points for assessing what ‘counts’ as an effective (vs ineffective) and
costly vs profitable environmental policy.6

The upshot is that designing more persuasive political communication campaigns
might require conveying efficiency information using more contextual and qualita-
tive appraisals, and more intuitive graphical ways of representing quantitative differ-
ences. Both approaches have received empirical support prior to our studies and may
nudge people to be more efficiency-aware (Cleveland and McGill, 1984; Chong and
Druckman, 2007; Keren, 2010; Aarøe and Petersen, 2018).

6It remains difficult to isolate the independent contribution of the reference point and the qualitative
appraisals on judgments of policy support introduced in Experiment 3. The budgetary reference point
likely served as a concrete numerical anchor, inviting further contextual interpretation, while the qualitative
appraisals provided an explicit cue that required no additional interpretation. Future research would benefit
from disentangling the specific effects of these cues.
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Against a pragmatic focus on policy efficiency, we also found that cues to the
presence of altruistic vs selfish intentions behind the policies’ implementation have
substantial influence on how morally commendable they are perceived as being
(Experiments 1a–d), and how much popular support they get (Experiment 2). In
Experiment 2, when the policy’s efficiency was low (i.e., when support for it was
not already near the scale’s maximum), adding cues to the policymaker’s altruism
had a moderate increasing effect on support compared to when no intention-relevant
information was provided. This trend was particularly prominent among respondents
who had a strong moral conviction about the necessity of environmental protection.
Conversely, portraying the policy as motivated by selfish concerns – financial or elec-
toral – decreased support for it compared to when information on intentions was
absent, regardless of how efficient the policy was.

The weight of intentions throughout our studies confirms that moral evaluations
and public opinion are powerfully shaped by intuitive cognitive processes (Haidt, 2001;
J. D. Greene et al., 2009; J. Greene, 2014; Uhlmann et al., 2015). Policymakers, if they
are to mobilize the public in favor of their policies, should signal prosocial intentions
both in themselves and in the programs they promote. This idea has been docu-
mented already in the case of attitudes toward welfare, where beliefs about recipients’
deservingness condition popular support for redistribution (Aarøe and Petersen, 2014;
Petersen and Arceneaux, 2020).

While our approach emphasizes the importance of evaluating policy programs
based on their actual impact and efficiency – that is, adopting a more consequen-
tialist lens to achieve key societal goals – we acknowledge that paying attention to
decision-makers’ intentions can be rational. Individuals driven by narrow self-interest
may behave unpredictably, supporting policies or decisions only when they align with
their personal goals of the moment. In contexts where decision-makers are respon-
sible for multiple decisions over time – as is often the case for politicians or CEOs –
this unpredictability can be risky. By contrast, a policy-maker motivated by prosocial
values may offer greater consistency and alignment with the public interest over time,
whereas someone driven by financial gain only may eventually make decisions that
undermine collective welfare.

At a more fundamental level, human social cognition evolved in small groups
in which individuals would engage in long-term, mutually beneficial partnerships.
Selecting partners with consistently prosocial commitments was adaptively key to ben-
efit from cooperation (Baumard et al., 2013; Uhlmann et al., 2015). It is therefore
not surprising that our respondents’ concern for the moral character of other people
manifests strongly with respect to political and economic leaders today.

Tracking moral character can serve as a reasonable heuristic for anticipating future
behavior. However, our point in this paper was to suggest that this attentiveness to
intentions may spill over into evaluations of one-off policy scenarios where such
heuristics are arguably less relevant. In such cases, itmay lead citizens to reward policies
that signal moral commitment, even when those policies are objectively less effective
at achieving their goals.

Experts’ and politicians’ discussions of the costs and benefits of policies typically
rely on figures and percentages, which are then communicated by mass media and dis-
cussed by the public in informal conversations (Lippmann, 1929; Katz and Lazarsfeld,

https://doi.org/10.1017/bpp.2025.10025 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/bpp.2025.10025


Behavioural Public Policy 25

1955). Those conversations are bound to be biased in favor of bits of information peo-
ple can represent and remember better and find relevant to pass along (Wilson and
Sperber, 2006; Aarøe and Petersen, 2018; Marie et al., 2020; Mercier, 2020). To the
extent, then, that policymakers’ decisions respond to citizens’ and consumers’ pref-
erences and reactions – as they should in a democracy – the combination of low
responsiveness to efficiency and attention to leaders’ intentions can pave the way to
expensive policy programs that concretely achieve little so long as they appear driven
by values citizens hold dear. Conversely, citizensmay turn their back on efficacious and
profitable policies whose motivation is perceived as lacking nobility.

Finally, the positive effects of moral commitment on policy support documented
across our studies confirm prior observations that people’s ability or motivation to
engage in cost-benefit thinking appears lowered when they see the issue in moralized
terms (Baron, 1994; Baron and Spranca, 1997; Tetlock et al., 2000; Tetlock, 2003; Skitka,
2010). Experiments 1a–d showed that strong moral commitment to environmen-
tal protection predicted greater support for well-intended but highly inefficient and
expensive policies aimed at reducing CO2 emissions, and similar trends were seen on
three other issues. Similarly, Experiment 2 showed that high moralization of environ-
mental protection increases support for almost any policy that somehow contributes to
reducing carbon emissions, even if it is highly inefficient. Granted, protecting the envi-
ronment and reducing carbon emissions are among the biggest challenges of our time
and warrant prioritization over some other goals. But other policy issues are essential
to human wellbeing as well (e.g. for France, funding the health care system, education,
investing in national defense, etc.). Pursuing those competing goals requires the ability
to engage in pragmatic give and take.

We hope our work prompts further research on the communication formats most
conducive to the cost-benefit thinking our modern societies require (Pinker, 2018;
Rosling, 2023), in particular by developing compelling graphic displays of differences
in efficiency.

Supplementary material. To view supplementary material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.
1017/bpp.2025.10025.
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