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Abstract

Social media has facilitated the rapid spread of virtue signalling (the display of
moral values, worth, and significance to others). The current study aimed to assess
if the presence of virtue signalling affects agreement for statements concerning
topics such as charities, social justice, and politics. A total of 207 participants
(62.3% female) aged between 18 and 80 (M = 41.19 years, SD = 18.57 years) were
recruited from Facebook. An online Qualtrics survey was used to collect data on
support for the topics of charities, social justice, and politics. Participants were
randomly presented with simple vignettes including either virtue signalling or not,
for each of the three topics listed above. It was found that the presence of virtue
signalling buffered against decreasing attitudinal agreement compared to control
slogans for the topics of politics F(1, 205) = 20.945, p < .001, #p? = .093 and social
justice F(1, 205) = 7.00 , p <.001 , 5p? = .063 but not charities (1, 205) = 3.377, p
=0.19, np? = .047 . It was concluded that virtue signalling can help to improve
promotion and support for a cause but was not as effective for charities.

Keywords: Virtue Signalling, Conspicuous Consumption, Charities, Social Justice,
SocialMedia, Politics

RIKSAWAN . INSTITUTE®



International Journal Of Global Community
Volume VII No. 1 (March) 2024

The impact of virtue signalling on social media agreement

Social media platforms have become increasingly accessible to the world’s
population, and it has become easier for individuals to learn of immoral behaviours
online (Crockett, 2017). Virtue signalling is an affirmation of a moral value to
display one’s moral respectability (Brown et al., 2020; Levy, 2020; Saltman, 2017).
Signalling virtue may derive from the evolution of group morality and sexual
selection to attract mates (Brown et al., 2020; Levy, 2020; Miller, 2007). Virtue
signalling can help individuals attain status in a hierarchy and leadership, ensuring
they gain access to resources and mates according to the Moral Virtue Theory of
Status Attainment (Bai et al., 2020). Virtue signalling online can escalate to moral
outrage, becoming a form of conspicuous display to garner recognition and affirm
in-group values and norms (Balon, 2020; Crockett, 2017). As a result, virtue
signalling has serious implications in persuading others to a moral viewpoint,
influencing politicking, elections, advertising, marketing and social justice as well
as driving dehumanisation, excessive polarisation, and vilification of the ‘other’
(Farrell et al., 2020; Veissiére, 2018). Despite this, very little is known about the
effectiveness of online virtue signalling at increasing attitudinal agreement.

Virtue signalling and Morality

Moral character is connected to an actor's cognitions and intentions, and
virtues display character traits and behaviours that promote moral excellence
(Aristotle, 2011; Inbar et al., 2012). Morality is defined as the interconnection of
virtues, values and norms that regulate or suppress self-interest to make group
cooperation possible (Haidt, 2012). Signalling virtue can show one’s attention to
moral discourse and willpower (Inbar et al., 2012; Levy, 2020; Righetti &
Finkenauer, 2011). Examples of virtues include humility, loyalty, and altruism
(Haidt & Joseph, 2004; Tangney, 2000; Willer, 2009).

Levy (2020) suggested that virtue signalling conveyed confidence and
judgement by consensus to assess action in a moral dilemma (Price & Stone, 2004;
Pulford et al., 2018). Internal conflict between virtue and vice is a continuous
struggle for desiring higher-order values over immediate gratification (Berman &
Small, 2018). Since individuals are sensitive to cues that signal intentions, virtue
signalling allowed human ancestors to demonstrate moral character and willpower
which facilitated survival and sexual reproduction (Piazza et al., 2014).

Sexual selection and virtue signalling

Signals, according to Smith and Harper (2003), are ways to attract members
of the same species with desirable traits (Grabo et al., 2017). Signals convey genetic
quality about a male’s fitness in some species by being costly and hard to fake. One
such example is the large plumage of a peacock used to attract peahens (Smith &
Harper, 2003; Zahavi, 1977). Virtue signalling and moral outrage is beneficial for
long-term sexual selection since it displays moral character in affirming pro-
sociality and fairness (Barclay, 2010). Brown et al. (2020) assessed the
attractiveness of individuals who signal moral outrage compared to neutral faces
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and found that outrage was attractive in long-term mates and rivals. Trivers’ (1971)
Parental Investment Theory suggests that because women have larger minimal
reproduction costs, they are attracted to indications of moral outrage in a mate since
their presence offers useful mate-relevant information. Such cues signal fairness
and moral character which punishes cheaters who strain limited resources and
threaten survival (Pedersen et al., 2013). However, these are unconscious processes
and are only a single motivator for signalling. Therefore, sexual selection of virtue
signalling can only account for why some individuals display their moral values
and outrage as ‘virtue signalling producers’ from an evolutionary perspective.

Online Virtue Signalling and Deindividualization

In the cybersphere, virtue signalling has become an expression of moral
outrage about the injustices of privilege over the disenfranchised; and calls attention
to the violation of moral norms (Crockett, 2017; Saltman, 2017). As a type of virtue
signalling, online outrage has a lower threshold because it can be expressed from
home, and platforms may encourage habitual outrage expression (Crockett, 2017;
Tosi & Warmke, 2016). Virtue signalling can produce a discrepancy between what
people say and do, using social media to display their moral character to others
(McClay, 2018). Support for various causes can be signalled online, for example
by choosing profile pictures that display virtuous acts or showcasing instances of
volunteering (Wallace et al., 2018). Also, it is much easier for individuals to remain
anonymous, contributing to deindividualization within a ‘Twitter Mob’ (Duncan,
2020).

Excess signalling as well as perpetual exposure to moral outrage has
lowered individuals’ outrage threshold, resulting in an inability to differentiate
between mere disagreement from heinous immoral acts (Crockett, 2017). As a
result, online moral outrage is further perpetuated by news and blog articles that
capitalise on and compete for social media user’s attention to produce
advertisement revenue (Duncan, 2020). The digital landscape is like a naturally
selecting environment where exposure to ‘clickbait” and super-normal immoral
behaviour increases calls for punishment and incentivises more outrageous articles.

Social media may have cheapened conversation, since tone of voice and
facial expressions are not easily perceptible online, precipitating ease of
miscommunication, misunderstanding or even a deliberate faking of online virtue
signalling (Levy, 2020). As a result, emotions easily intensify to moral outrage.
Desiring to punish others can further dehumanise and create ‘echo chambers’ which
is the limitation of communication and emotional expression to a sympathetic
audience (Brady et al., 2017; Fincher & Tetlock, 2016). Therefore, virtue signalling
in moral outrage can increase an individual's adherence to in-group norms and
ridiculing the out-group results in disagreement, ideological segregation,
polarisation, and dehumanisation of the other (Crocket, 2017). The current research
evaluates whether virtue signalling can modify attitudinal agreement with
statements concerning given issues.
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Types of Online Virtue Signalling

Tosi and Warmke (2016) found that there were different types of online
virtue signalling including piling-on which is repeating condemnations, ramping-
up are calls for harsher punishments, trumping-up are individual claims of moral
issues where others may see none, and excessive outrage are displays of out-of-
proportion, outrageous reaction. Also, there is self-evidence where individuals
claim to be a victim, and there is moral perceptiveness where those on the other
side are morally deficient. De Cruz (2018) found that displaying online virtue and
moral outrage was effective at signalling to in-group members.

Conspicuous Virtue Signalling
Charities

Though self-reported donations predicted actual donation behaviour
according to Basil and colleagues (2006), conspicuous online virtue signalling can
be utilised to gain desirable social standing amongst peers, display a need for
uniqueness and enhance self-esteem on Facebook without the need to behave well
or donate in the real world (Kastanakis & Balabanis, 2012; Schau & Gilly, 2003;
Strizhakova et al., 2008; Wallace et al. 2018). Grace and Griffin (2006) expanded
the Theory of Conspicuous Consumption to include displayed acts of charitable
donation; to signal good impressions to others and provide donors with personal
satisfaction (Veblen, 1899; West, 2004). The need to show one’s goodness may
have little resemblance to physical reality since there could be a dissociation
between idealised and real identity (Farrell et al., 2020; Schau & Gilly, 2003;
Wallace et al., 2018). Schau and Gilly (2003) found evidence of dissociation and
predicted that some individuals signal their virtue without actual intention to donate
or support a cause. Also, other's sharing or liking an individual’s post enhanced
one's self-esteem, which was more enhancing than having many friends
(Greitemeyer et al., 2014). The need for self-uniqueness is socially acceptable to
others and helps individuals find an in-group (Kastanakis & Balabanis, 2012; Tian
etal., 2001).

Social Justice

Online virtue signalling of social justice topics have been reduced to mere
Twitter hashtags, known as 'Hashtag Activism', which are typically organised
around marginalised voices, but could possibly hinder meaningful dialogue due the
creation of ‘Echo Chambers’ (Farrell et al., 2020; Synovitz, 2018). Echo chambers
are the online cliques where members receive information from like-minded
individuals and organisations and may have resulted from the personalisation of
ideas and arguments bound to one’s identity (Crockett, 2017; Veissiere, 2018). This
may predict why online virtue signalling in social justice can lead to discussions
that talk past each other, representing their own identity groups that clash with other
groups. Showing adherence to the in-group and judging out-group ideas as
‘pollution’ led to increased division of the ‘other’ (Crockett, 2017; Douglas, 2003;
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Haidt, 2012). Social justice is an important topic that has serious implications in
increasing support or division for social activism.

Politicking

Additionally, online politicking is one such area where social media can
easily create division and dehumanisation of the ideologically opposing side.
Predominantly left-wing candidates who discuss minority issues such as inequality
and racism are often accused of ‘virtue signalling’ and resultingly receive online
abuse for it (Farrell et al., 2020). Politics is often tribalistic and hostile since
counter-intuitive facts that violate group social norms and moral values can produce
autonomic responses such as aggression (Haidt, 2012). Since social media is open
and immediate, virtue signalling could produce instantaneous online trolling and
moral outrage which further polarises the middle majority to take sides (Craker &
March, 2016; Mackay, 2017). Also, accusations of virtue signalling by opposing
sides are associated with insincerity because it could be easily faked and tokenistic
without the need to place substantial individual cost, effort, and support (Farrell et
al., 2020; Wallace et al., 2018).

Online effectiveness of virtue signalling

Virtue signalling is akin to a game where individuals compete to show the
most charisma, voice injustices, and determine who is most fit to change the rules.
Duncan (2020) stated that social media can become corrupted ‘play’ that divisively
leads to the polarisation and dehumanisation of the ‘other’ (Crockett, 2017). Due to
increased engagement resulting from outrage and virtue signalling by social media
users, journalists perpetuate outrageous ‘clickbait content’, to increase engagement
and revenue (Grzywinska & Batorski, 2016; Messner & Distaso, 2008; Wallsten,
2007). It has become a business model for media and advertisers to attract
consumers since it is the most rapidly shared type of content (Coles & West, 2016;
Craker & March, 2016; Fan et al., 2013). However, little is known about the
effectiveness of online virtue signalling.

The Current Study

The current study will look at the effectiveness of virtue signalling in
increasing attitudinal agreement levels for users of social media. Virtue signalling
may be driven by biological pressures for group survival and sexual selection, to
win mates or choose effective, charismatic leaders who signal moral virtue for
status (Bai et al., 2020; Brown et al., 2020; Massey-Abernathy & Haseltine, 2018;
Miller, 2007; Levy, 2020). Social media-created conspicuous virtue signalling and
moral outrage to highlight issues like support for charities, social justice and
politicking to drive moral action, but has also produced negative ramifications in
polarising, and dehumanising the ‘other’ (Balon, 2020; Crockett, 2017; Duncan,
2020; Hamilton, 2019; Saltman, 2017; Uhlmann et al., 2013; Wallace, et al., 2018).
It was hypothesized that attitudinal agreement with statements about the topics of
charities, social justice, and politics will be greater when virtue signalling is present
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than when it is not. Posts were artificially generated as to respect privacy and
copyright.

The following figures below are examples of (1) slogan control and (2)
virtue signalling for the topic of social justice:

£58% Marthra Smith v
Cain Peter e @Smithy

| show my support for Black Lives Matter!
BLACK LIVES MATTERI What about you? #blacklivesmatter #blm
#activism

BLM!

BLACK
LIVES

- e
4 [
i \
12:00 PM - Apr 9, 2020

[ +] John Paul and 3 Others 1 Comments 80 Retweets 20 Likes
"
o Like (J comment £ Share % = O =
Figure 1 Social Justice Slogan Control Figure 2 Social Justice Virtue Signalling

Methods

Participants

A convenience sample of 207 participants (M = 41.19 years, SD = 18.57
years) was drawn mostly from Facebook advertising in Australia and any literate
adult with access to social media could choose to participate. The majority of the
sample was female (62.3%), and indicated that they were Caucasian/White (67.1%).

Social media advertising commenced on the 11 of January 2021 and ended
on the 21% of February. Upon completion of the survey participants were given the
opportunity to enter a draw to win a $50 gift card.

Materials, Procedure, and Design

The current study consisted of an online questionnaire hosted on the survey
creation platform Qualtrics. After choosing to take part in the survey and
responding to a series of standard demographic questions (age, gender, ethnicity
etc.), participants were presented with a sequence of three individual hypothetical
social media posts concerning the topics of charities, social justice, and politics. For
each of the three topics participants were randomly shown a post containing either
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virtue signalling or no virtue signalling. The virtue signalling post showed examples
of individual leaders’ efforts in advocating for a cause and the non-virtue signalling
controls included reposting generic slogans like ‘Donate to...,” ‘Vote for...” and
‘Black Lives Matter.” Posts were created on Apple Pages to illustrate fictitious
Facebook and Twitter posts and used images from Creative Commons.

Prior to viewing each relevant post participants were asked to indicate their
agreement to four questions about their general attitude toward social media posts
concerning moral behaviour/action. Although wording changed slightly, so as to be
applicable to the given topic, the initial 4 questions for the charity condition (for
example) were:

1. Do you agree that social media accounts should be used to promote

charities?

2. Does seeing social media posts about charities create emotional

intensity for you?

3. By seeing social media posts about charities, are you compelled to moral

action?

4. Do supporters of the charities’ social media posts appear to be genuine

After viewing each post participants were asked the same four questions,
but this time in regard to the specific post they had just seen (e.g. “By seeing the
previous social media post about charities, are you compelled to moral action?”).
All questions were responded to on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to
5 = strongly agree). Hence, each participant was exposed to 24 questions in total
across 3 different topics.

Separate 2 x 2 MANOVAs were conducted for each of the 3 topic areas
evaluating the extent to which a participant agreed with each of the 4 questions
changed depending on exposure (before exposure to the stimulus/ after exposure to
the stimulus), and the condition that a participant was randomly assigned to (virtue
signalling condition/control).

On average this survey took 6 minutes to complete. After each participant
answered 24 items, they were shown a debriefing statement summarising the
purpose of this study and were presented with the opportunity to enter the prize
draw for a $50 voucher.

Results
Descriptive statistics

Tables 1-3 below represent participants’ average attitudinal agreement scores for
3 different topics. It is worth noting here that although each given participant saw a
hypothetical post relevant to each of the 3 topics, the posts that they saw contained either

virtue signalling (VS) or no virtue signalling. The lower scores on the 5-point Likert scale
indicate lower agreement whereas higher Likert scores indicate higher agreement.
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Table 1

Mean (SD) Agreement for Charity Questions

Pre

Post

Control

Question 1 - 3.80 (.98)
Question 2 - 3.06 (.98)
Question 3 - 2.97 (1.04)
Question 4 - 3.16 (.91)

Question 1 - 3.51 (1.08)
Question 2 - 2.58 (1.06)
Question 3 - 2.40 (1.00)
Question 4 - 2.91 (1.07)

VS

Question 1 - 3.85 (.95)
Question 2 - 3.05 (1.10)
Question 3 - 2.84 (1.11)
Question 4 - 3.29 (.86)

Question 1 - 3.77 (.97)
Question 2 - 2.95 (1.21)
Question 3 - 2.78 (1.17)
Question 4 - 3.32 (.95)

Table 2

Mean (SD) Agreement Social Justice Questions

Pre

Post

Control

Question 1 - 3.71 (1.04)
Question 2 - 3.51 (1.14)
Question 3 - 3.09 (1.61)
Question 4 - 3.18 (1.21)

Question 1 - 3.62 (1.17)
Question 2 - 3.10 (1.16)
Question 3 - 2.77 (1.20)
Question 4 - 2.93 (1.15)

VS

Question 1 - 3.91 (1.07)
Question 2 - 3.59 (1.01)
Question 3 - 3.36 (1.09)
Question 4 - 3.41 (1.10)

Question 1 - 3.78 (1.23)
Question 2 - 3.20 (1.17)
Question 3 - 3.03 (1.19)
Question 4 - 3.41 (1.17)

Table 3
Mean (SD) Agreement Scores for Politics Questions

Pre

Post

Control

Question 1 - 2.99 (1.68)
Question 2 - 2.89 (1.09)
Question 3 - 2.52 (1.04)
Question 4 - 2.82 (1.03)

Question 1 - 2.93 (1.57)
Question 2 - 2.34 (1.03)
Question 3 - 2.19 (0.93)
Question 4 - 2.83 (1.10)

VS

Question 1 - 2.86 (1.53)
Question 2 - 2.81 (1.18)
Question 3 - 2.62 (1.07)
Question 4 - 2.75 (1.10)

Question 1 - 2.97 (1.14)
Question 2 - 2.48 (1.09)
Question 3 - 2.28 (1.01)
Question 4 - 2.83 (1.12)

Inferential statistics

Charity

For the topic of charity there was an overall multivariate effect of exposure,
Pillai’s Trace = .120, F(1, 205) = 28.586, p < .001, #p> = .120, with agreement
generally decreasing following exposure. Exposure interacted with condition here,
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Pillai’s Trace = .077, F(1, 205) = 3.377, p =0.19, np?> = .047, such that overall
agreement decreased more in the control group than in the virtue signalling group.

Social justice

For the topic of social justice there was an overall effect of exposure, Pillai’s
Trace =.120, F(1, 205) = 28.075, p < .001, #p? = .120, with agreement once more
decreasing following exposure. Exposure interacted with condition here, Pillai’s
Trace = .093, F(1, 205) = 7.00 , p <.001, np? = .063, such that overall agreement
decreased more in the control group than in the virtue signalling group.

Politics

For the topic of politics there was an overall effect of exposure, Pillai’s
Trace = .070, F(1, 205) = 15.313, p < .001, 5% = .070, with agreement decreasing
following exposure. Exposure interacted with condition here, Pillai’s Trace = .093,
F(1, 205) = 20.945, p < .001, #p? = .093, such that agreement decreased more in the
control group than in the virtue signalling group.

Discussion

The current study explored the effect of virtue signalling on modifying
attitudinal agreement within the topics of charities, social justice, and politics. The
hypothesis that the presence of virtue signalling would increase attitudinal
agreement for various topics was partially supported. Analysis found that the
presence of virtue signalling was significant in politics and social justice in
buffering attitudinal decline compared to control slogans but not for charities. It
was found that overall, the control slogans of each of the topics led to decreases in
attitudinal agreement compared to virtue signalling.

Charities and virtue signalling

In both virtue signalling and slogan control groups, there were no significant
differences in the topic of charities likely due to the face that pro-social goals were
present which fostered group cooperation and reciprocal altruism that directly
benefitted the community, thus, virtue signalling was found by this study to have
no buffering effect against attitudinal decline (Hamilton, 1964; Henrich & Boyd,
2001; Trivers, 1971). It could be that virtue signalling in charities are an example
of conspicuous consumption since it enhanced personal satisfaction and self-esteem
amongst peers by displaying charitable donations but the effectiveness of
agreeability on the peers themselves was had a different effect as demonstrated in
this study (Grace & Griffin, 2006; Veblen, 2005; Wallace et al., 2018; West, 2004).
According to Kastanakis and Balabanis (2012), the need to display individuality
and become socially accepted motivated individuals to find like-minded virtue
consumers and engage in morally beneficial behaviour like donations to a charity,
especially on social media like Facebook (Bénabou & Tirole, 2006; Grabo et al.,
2017). Generally, humans want to represent themselves as being agreeable and
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morally virtuous however the effects on the viewer may have a different effect
(Grabo & van Vught, 2016; Walumbwa et al., 2008).

The Significance of Virtue signalling?

It is possible that “virtue-signallers’ may increase moral standing, promote
moral excellence, and increase group cooperation which can justify the motivation
for virtue signalling (Aristotle, 2011; Inbar et al., 2012; Haidt, 2012; Kotabe &
Hofmann, 2015; Levy, 2020; Righetti & Finkenauer, 2011). Considering sexual
selection and evolutionary signalling theory, virtue signals in the current findings
may have increased political and social justice support because it was salient for
humans to attend to signals that convey moral character and leadership status (Bai,
2017; Grabo et al., 2017; Grabo & van Vugt, 2016; Piazza et al., 2014; Smith &
Harper, 2003). According to Bai’s Moral Virtue Theory, virtue provided a third
pathway for individuals to gain status and leadership other than dominance and
competence, leading to virtue admiration which positively correlated with warmth,
moral identity, and honesty (Bai, 2017; Bai et al., 2020; Grabo & van Vugt, 2016).
Due to a possible buffering effect of virtue signalling on politics and social justice,
the study’s findings indicated that virtue signalling was an example of reciprocal
altruism perhaps for one’s own agreed support because these individuals were given
status in their ingroups that may have aided sexual selection and leadership
pathways (Trivers, 1971).

Virtue signaling without moral outrage and the use of deception

Previous research has found that virtue signaling could lead to moral outrage
(Crockett, 2017; Saltman, 2017; Tosi & Warmke, 2016). In this study, virtue
signaling did not lead to excessive disagreement, but rather buffered against the
effects of decreasing agreement, challenging the findings of Crocket (2017) and
may suggest the existence of a milder form of virtue signalling that promotes
altruism (Trivers, 1971). Previous findings indicated that the threshold for showing
moral outrage was lower online and led to ‘ramping up’ of aggression (Brady et al.,
2017; Bushman, 2002; Fincher & Tetlock, 2016; Tosi & Warmke, 2016). It was
possible that ‘moral fatigue’ resulting from individuals’ prior experience to morally
outrageous virtue signaling may have been present in this study however moral
outrage was not measured (Bushman, 2002). This could explain why the topics of
social justice and politics did not lead to significant decreases in agreement levels
because moral fatigue may have increase the threshold for moral outrage but future
studies would need to factor in moral outrage specifically.

Typology of Virtue Signaling

Another reason why social media virtue signaling of social justice and
politics was significant in buffering the effects of reducing agreement may be due
to the use of non-divisive virtue signaling typologies. The current study utilised
‘trumping-up ’ which is a type of virtue signaling that bolsters individual claims on
moral issues (Tosi & Warmke, 2016). Also, this form of virtue signaling is not as
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inflammatory, or thought-provoking, thus the current study may have not generated
sufficient moral outrage (Levy, 2020). Hence, the current study did not utilise
morally outrageous virtue signaling, and merely explored mild virtue signalling
when using ‘trumping-up’ as the controlling typology. Future research should
evaluate the differing virtue signaling typologies to explore the effects of
dehumanisation (Crockett, 2017).

Costliness

It was possibly much easier to state that one supports online virtue signaling
than to volunteer one’s time and effort to support causes. Resulting from sexual
selection, group cooperation and pro-sociality signals required greater cost to the
signaller to illustrate one’s fitness or propensity to reveal their moral virtue to others
(Barclay, 2010; Grabo et al., 2017; Smith & Harper, 2003). The reason for the lack
of moral outrage generated in the presence of virtue signaling could be partly
because less time, energy, and resources were needed for social media post support
compared to a more costly, stronger signal (Jaeggi & Gurven, 2013). According to
McClay (2018) there was also a discrepancy between what people said and what
they did. A sacrifice in time and effort was costly, and a hallmark of moral, and
charismatic leaders (Abele & Wojciszke, 2007; Goodwin et al., 2014; Grabo & van
Vught, 2016; Walumbwa et al., 2008). The current study inquired if participants
were driven to moral action, but this inquiry did not equate to performing the action.
Therefore, low-cost signaling may contribute to smaller effect sizes and the lack of
moral outrage.

An additional follow-up study should assess examples of costly signaling
such as whether participants volunteered their time or donated money to a political
party or social justice cause. Since the study did not compare low-cost with high-
cost signaling, future research should assess how mere viewpoint agreement or
‘soft-signaling’ is different to actively pursuing causes, or ‘hard-signaling’ (Jaeggi
& Gurven, 2013; Smith & Harper, 2003; Zahavi, 1977). Also, additional leadership
qualities of hard signallers should be compared to reveal what makes them
persuasive. Finally, future studies should explore whether virtue signaling predicts
actual prosocial behaviour (Basil et al., 2006).

Limitations

The current study primarily used ‘Trumping-Up’ which was a virtue
signaling typology that bolstered individual claims on moral issues (Tosi &
Warmke, 2016). Future research should assess how other forms of virtue signaling
increase or decrease agreement. Reducing negative connotations of virtue signaling,
the utilisation of deception may stop participants from realising that virtue signaling
was taking place. Participants may have habituated because the stimuli emulated
real social media posts by having a similar format, and by displaying similar content
such as the achievements of individuals to signal moral character or call attention
to moral norm violations (Abele & Wojciszke, 2007; Crockett, 2017; Saltman,
2017). Thus, the current study only assessed mild virtue signaling, in the absence
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of moral outrage. A differentiation of typologies would require an additional
qualitative analysis.

The study design only assessed net agreement and disagreement. It was
unable to measure the full range of human emotions. Cognitive heuristics may have
been present due to social desirability bias (McClay, 2018). The current study did
not have any checks in place such as a social desirability scale. Individuals may
want to signal their virtue even if they do not personally believe or support a cause,
a form of false honesty signaling (Grabo et al., 2017). Also, emotional cues such as
facial expression, and tone of voice were not easily perceptible, thus virtue
signaling support could be easily faked (Levy, 2020). Hence, social desirability bias,
cognitive heuristics and measures of real human emotions were not assessed. Future
research may wish to consider using opposite coded scales to detect social
desirability and measure the discrepancy between what people say and do (McClay,
2018). An observational study can be used to detect discrepancies between what an
individual says they feel and what their facial expressions convey.

A limitation to this study was that the virtue signaling stimuli may have
limited geographic significance to everyday social media users, especially for social
justice and political stimuli based outside of America. The social justice stimuli
involved themes relevant to the Black Lives Matter campaign, specific to the United
States. Politics stimuli involved examples of Canadian Conservatism. Social media
users may not be invested in the social justice or political landscape of certain
countries. The study was conducted online and open to participants who used
Facebook. Future studies may desire to consider controlling for geography, seeking
a specific countries’ participants and use virtue signaling stimuli that are specific
and seen as important for the national context. Additional future research could
compare how different nations exhibit different typologies of online virtue
signalling.

The presence of small effect sizes and a lack of significance in social justice
may be because the study assessed virtue signalling ‘consumers’ rather than
‘producers’, for whom displaying intentionality of support is more costly (Abele &
Wojciszke, 2007; Bai, 2017; Smith & Harper, 2003; McClay, 2018). Future studies
should assess the actual behaviour as well as intentions, context, and competition
that virtue signalling producers find themselves in (Bénabou & Tirole, 2006).

Implications

Several meaningful implications can be drawn from the current study. For
instance, political and social justice organisations can virtue signal to maintain
support for a cause since the study found virtue signalling buffered against the
effects of decreasing agreement. Examples of pro-social virtue signalling include
displaying leaders, role models or ‘paragons of virtue’ who increase engagement
with shared identity, norms, emotions, and visions of a group (Pentland & Heibeck,
2010). This can help spread awareness and promote an organisation by bolstering
support for a cause. Virtue signalling can show how political and social justice
organisations and individuals actively work to better society, thus are strongly
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founded upon a moral identity which is an equally strong leadership pathway like
warmth and competence (Goodwin et al., 2014). Virtue signalling could lead to
virtue admiration, where individuals who espouse or support political parties or
social justice causes are promoted as role models to which the rest of society should
emulate (Bai et al., 2020). Virtue signalling has positive attributes, which evolved
out of the need to display moral character and excellence and can be used to
encourage people to support online causes, foster a community with shared values,
and group cooperation (Aristotle, 2011; Inbar et al., 2012; Haidt, 2012). Compared
to slogan controls, virtue signalling buffered against the effects of decreased
agreement and thus, displaying virtue signalling is a form of conspicuous
consumption that signals good impressions to others and provides personal
satisfaction (Veblen, 2005; West, 2004). Therefore, virtue signalling can increase
awareness, and support for organisations to assist the community and the less
fortunate.

There are different severities of virtue signalling. The implications of
excessive virtue signalling can lead to moral outrage, dehumanisation and
deindividualization which can serve to polarise and further fracture society and its
members (Crockett, 2017; Duncan, 2020). The current study found evidence of
milder virtue signalling, an example of different severities of virtue signalling,
which were affected by different purposes used to persuade others; whether to
encourage society to work towards a common goal or create further disagreement
and online segregation in echo chambers (Brady et al., 2017; Fincher & Tetlock,
2016). Virtue signalling was found to buffer the effects of decreased agreement
compared to control slogans, but this study did not examine a-priori political
affiliation which thus would need to be explored in future research. In addition,
there was no significant effect of virtue signalling on charities. Future studies may
wish to modulate the effect of soft and hard signalling, moral outrage, emotional
reaction severity and presence of in-groups and out-groups on virtue signalling and
topics.

Generally, individuals want to appear online as their best possible self, and
thus mild virtue signalling is an acceptable way to maintain self-esteem, status and
positive mental health that promotes moral change in a community; aligning with
the Moral Virtue Theory of Status Attainment (Bai, 2017; Bai, 2020). Topics such
as politics and social justice were more divisive (Crockett, 2017). Future charities
should not rely heavily on virtue signalling, however more research is needed in
modulating levels of virtue signalling severity and typology. Hence, this study has
implications for future research in evaluating the effectiveness of virtue signalling,
controlling for geographic relevance and social desirability, and measuring the
costliness of the virtue signalling.***
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