
     Fallible but improvable: Repeated evaluation 

reduces moral inconsistency 

Abstract 

Extensive empirical research has documented inconsistencies in people’s initial moral case 

judgments, which often result from order or framing effects and various cognitive biases. How 

people address such inconsistencies when given an opportunity to reconsider their case 

judgments has been less explored. Here, we examine whether people reduce inconsistency 

in their judgments on morally equivalent pairs of cases when given an opportunity to respond 

to cases again and in which of three settings they are most likely to do so: (i) repeated separate 

evaluation; (ii) joint evaluation; and (iii) joint evaluation preceded by an explicit prompt to 

assess their own consistency.  

Using two exploratory studies – Pilot (N = 148) and Study 1 (N = 451) and a confirmatory 

online experiment Study 2 (N = 1,313), we find that participants tend to change their initial 

moral judgments to make them more consistent and that they are more likely to reduce their 

inconsistency under joint evaluation, when cases are presented together on one screen than 

under repeated separate evaluation, when they are presented in sequence on separate 

screens. However, we did not find strong evidence that the addition of an explicit consistency 

prompt – showing participants their own initial judgments and asking them to assess if those 

judgments were mutually consistent – further reduces inconsistency. While we observed that 

people who openly recognised their own inconsistency had a stronger tendency to reduce it, 

open recognition of inconsistency was neither sufficient nor necessary for reduction in 

inconsistency.  

Our findings show that while people’s initial judgments about morally equivalent cases are 

often inconsistent, people have a propensity to reduce their initial inconsistency when given 

an opportunity to reconsider their responses, even within the space of a short online 

experiment, and across different settings. This aligns with accounts of moral psychology, such 

as the moral consistency reasoning model, that posit that people are motivated to “treat like 

cases alike”. This opportunity is most effective when inconsistency is made easy to spot by 

presenting cases together. Our results also suggest that people’s moral judgments should not 

be dismissed as unreliable only because their initial responses to moral cases are often 

flawed. Elicitation methods which include scope for reconsideration allow people themselves 

to improve their judgments. However, our empirical research also highlights that people’s 



pursuit of consistency is limited, as a sizable share of inconsistencies, even openly recognised 

ones, remained unresolved. 
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Tables 

Table 6 

Simple Inconsistencies (“Inconsistent responses”) in the First Round and How They Were 

Addressed in the Second Round across Treatment Groups in Study 2.  

Responses Full sample T0 T1 T2 

N % n % n % n % 

All responses 6565  2195  2195  2175  

Consistent responses 2519 38  39  40  37 

Inconsistent responses 4046 62  61  60  63 

Remained the same 1228 30  37  25  29 

Increased inconsistency 279 7  7  7  5 

Reduced inconsistency 2539 63  56  68  66 

Fully resolved inconsistency 1862 46  38  52  51 

 

Table 8 

Reduction in Inconsistency Score (IS-Reduction) across Treatment Groups in Study 2 

 

Variable  Full sample T0 T1 T2 

 

IS-R1  5.16 5.11 5.10 5.26 

 

IS-R2  3.16 3.68 2.98 2.82 

 

IS-Reduction  36% 23% 38% 48% 

Note. Inconsistency score is an aggregate metric that captures both the frequency and the extent of 

inconsistency. First, the extent of inconsistency was calculated for each pair of cases as an absolute 

difference between the responses to two paired scenarios (given we used a 6-point Likert scale, the 

smallest difference was 0, i.e., fully consistent response, and the greatest difference was 5, i.e., fully 

inconsistent response). Second, the values for all five paired cases were added up to form the overall 

inconsistency score. The minimum value for the inconsistency score was 0, the maximum was 25, and 

it was measured separately for ‘initial responses’ in the first round (IS-R1) and for ‘reconsidered 



judgments’ in the second round (IS-R2). IS-Reduction is the average reduction in inconsistency 

between the first and the second round. 

Outcomes of the main pre-registered analyses:  

1. Testing if there was a difference between T1 and T0: We compared the IS-Reduction in the joint 

evaluation (T1) group and the repeated separate evaluation (T0) group. In line with our 

expectations, we found that IS-Reduction was higher under joint evaluation in T1 (M = 0.380, 

SD = 0.585) than under repeated separate evaluation in T0 (M = 0.231, SD = 0.528). Using 

two-sample Wilcoxon rank-sum (Mann–Whitney) test, as pre-registered, we confirmed that the 

difference of 15 percentage points (MD = −0.149) was statistically significant (z = −5.54, p < 

.001, Cohen's d = −0.27, 95% CI [−0.40, −0.13], N = 861).  

2. Testing if there was a difference between T1 and T0: We compared the IS-Reduction in the joint 

evaluation (T1) and the joint evaluation with an explicit consistency prompt (T2) group. While 

the reduction in inconsistency score was higher in T2 (48%) than in T1 (38%); however, the 

difference was not statistically significant. Based on the outcomes of the two-sample Wilcoxon 

rank-sum (Mann–Whitney) test, we were not able to reject the null hypothesis (full sample: MD 

= −0.098, z = −1.82, p = .069, N = 862). 
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