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l)SOMETHING TO RELY ON

THE INFLUENCE OF STABLE AND FLEETING DRIVERS ON MORAL BEHAVIOR

Within the ‘moral domain’ certain seeming immutable rules are often in conflict with
our ever-changing circumstances. When punishing another person – a child, say, or a sub -
or dinate – for a moral transgression it is usually thought important to do so in a way that
is fair and equal to other perpetrators, yet takes into account the potential exceptional
circumstances of the transgression. This dissertation is devoted to precisely this balancing
act. In it, I ask why and how either stable (e.g. moral rules and norms) or fleeting (e.g.
circumstances) gain influence relative to each other within moral decision making and
behavior. My answer might be surprising to some: cognitive abstraction or ‘construal
level’. Cognitive abstraction (or ‘construal level’) regulates the situational sensitivity of
cognition and – because of that – the relative influence of fleeting and stable drivers. High
(abstract) construal level allows for a ‘mental step back’ from the immediate context,
allowing cross-situationally stable drivers to exert influence. Low (concrete) construal
level, in contrast, is more immersive and allows fleeting drivers to have stronger effects. I
show this with regard to several important behaviors that make social life possible,
including cooperation, punishment and trust maintenance. There is, in another words,
always something to rely on – but what exactly we rely on depends on how we construe
matters.

The Erasmus Research Institute of Management (ERIM) is the Research School (Onder -
zoek school) in the field of management of the Erasmus University Rotterdam. The founding
participants of ERIM are the Rotterdam School of Management (RSM), and the Erasmus
School of Econo mics (ESE). ERIM was founded in 1999 and is officially accre dited by the
Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences (KNAW). The research under taken by
ERIM is focused on the management of the firm in its environment, its intra- and interfirm
relations, and its busi ness processes in their interdependent connections. 

The objective of ERIM is to carry out first rate research in manage ment, and to offer an
ad vanced doctoral pro gramme in Research in Management. Within ERIM, over three
hundred senior researchers and PhD candidates are active in the different research pro -
grammes. From a variety of acade mic backgrounds and expertises, the ERIM commu nity is
united in striving for excellence and working at the fore front of creating new business
knowledge.
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l)SOMETHING TO RELY ON

THE INFLUENCE OF STABLE AND FLEETING DRIVERS ON MORAL BEHAVIOR

Within the ‘moral domain’ certain seeming immutable rules are often in conflict with
our ever-changing circumstances. When punishing another person – a child, say, or a sub -
or dinate – for a moral transgression it is usually thought important to do so in a way that
is fair and equal to other perpetrators, yet takes into account the potential exceptional
circumstances of the transgression. This dissertation is devoted to precisely this balancing
act. In it, I ask why and how either stable (e.g. moral rules and norms) or fleeting (e.g.
circumstances) gain influence relative to each other within moral decision making and
behavior. My answer might be surprising to some: cognitive abstraction or ‘construal
level’. Cognitive abstraction (or ‘construal level’) regulates the situational sensitivity of
cognition and – because of that – the relative influence of fleeting and stable drivers. High
(abstract) construal level allows for a ‘mental step back’ from the immediate context,
allowing cross-situationally stable drivers to exert influence. Low (concrete) construal
level, in contrast, is more immersive and allows fleeting drivers to have stronger effects. I
show this with regard to several important behaviors that make social life possible,
including cooperation, punishment and trust maintenance. There is, in another words,
always something to rely on – but what exactly we rely on depends on how we construe
matters.

The Erasmus Research Institute of Management (ERIM) is the Research School (Onder -
zoek school) in the field of management of the Erasmus University Rotterdam. The founding
participants of ERIM are the Rotterdam School of Management (RSM), and the Erasmus
School of Econo mics (ESE). ERIM was founded in 1999 and is officially accre dited by the
Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences (KNAW). The research under taken by
ERIM is focused on the management of the firm in its environment, its intra- and interfirm
relations, and its busi ness processes in their interdependent connections. 

The objective of ERIM is to carry out first rate research in manage ment, and to offer an
ad vanced doctoral pro gramme in Research in Management. Within ERIM, over three
hundred senior researchers and PhD candidates are active in the different research pro -
grammes. From a variety of acade mic backgrounds and expertises, the ERIM commu nity is
united in striving for excellence and working at the fore front of creating new business
knowledge.

Erasmus Research Institute of Management - 
Rotterdam School of Management (RSM)
Erasmus School of Economics (ESE)
Erasmus University Rotterdam (EUR)
P.O. Box 1738, 3000 DR Rotterdam, 
The Netherlands

Tel. +31 10 408 11 82
Fax +31 10 408 96 40
E-mail info@erim.eur.nl
Internet www.erim.eur.nl
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annevanhouwelingen@gmail.com
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After the defense 
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