
u n i ve r s i t y  o f  co pe n h ag e n  

Doing justice to creative justifications

Creativity, Honesty-Humility, and (un)ethical justifications

cigaa, Karolina Aleksandra; Schild, Christoph; Zettler, Ingo

Published in:
Journal of Research in Personality

DOI:
10.1016/j.jrp.2020.104033

Publication date:
2020

Document version
Peer reviewed version

Document license:
CC BY-NC-ND

Citation for published version (APA):
cigaa, K. A., Schild, C., & Zettler, I. (2020). Doing justice to creative justifications: Creativity, Honesty-Humility,
and (un)ethical justifications. Journal of Research in Personality, 89, [104033].
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2020.104033

Download date: 22. maj. 2023

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2020.104033
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/persons/ingo-zettler(97f75ec6-e574-4f43-8b3a-6a57c6515cab).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/publications/doing-justice-to-creative-justifications(9ae628f3-f393-4435-ac12-d00877b7e8ed).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/publications/doing-justice-to-creative-justifications(9ae628f3-f393-4435-ac12-d00877b7e8ed).html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2020.104033


Running head: CREATIVITY, HONESTY-HUMILITY, AND JUSTIFICATIONS 1 

This work is scheduled to appear in  

Journal of Research in Personality 

 

© 2020 Elsevier Inc. 

 

This manuscript may not exactly replicate the final version published in the journal. It is not the 

copy of record.  

 

Reference:  

Ścigała, K. A., Schild, C., & Zettler, I. (2020). Doing justice to creative justifications: Creativity, 

honesty-humility, and (un)ethical justifications. Journal of Research in Personality, 89, 104033. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2020.104033  

[Registered Report] 

 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2020.104033


Running head: CREATIVITY, HONESTY-HUMILITY, AND JUSTIFICATIONS 2 

Doing justice to creative justifications: creativity, Honesty-Humility, and (un)ethical 

justifications 

 

Karolina Aleksandra Ścigała, Christoph Schild, Ingo Zettler 

University of Copenhagen 

 

 

 

 

Author Note 

Correspondence concerning this Registered Report should be directed to Karolina 

Aleksandra Ścigała, Department of Psychology, University of Copenhagen, Øster Farimagsgade 

2A, 1353 Copenhagen, Denmark. Phone: +45 35 32 62 48, e-mail: kas@psy.ku.dk 

This investigation is funded by a grant from the Carlsberg Foundation (CF16-0444) and 

the Independent Research Fund Denmark (7024-00057B) to the last author. 

mailto:kas@psy.ku.dk


CREATIVITY, HONESTY-HUMILITY, AND JUSTIFICATIONS 3 

Abstract 

Research on the relation between creativity and unethical behavior has provided inconclusive 

findings, thus far. Herein, we focus on a mechanism that has been suggested as underlying a 

positive relation between these constructs: an increased ability to generate unethical justifications 

(i.e., reasons for behaving unethically) of those high in creativity. Specifically, we test if 

creativity is more strongly related to the generation of unethical than ethical justifications.  In a 

vignette experiment (N = 907, N = 20,719 rated answers in total), we find that creativity is 

equally related to the quality and quantity of both ethical and unethical justifications. 

Additionally, Honesty-Humility is positively related to the quality of ethical, and negatively 

related to the quality and quantity of unethical justifications.  

Keywords:  creativity, unethical justifications, ethical justifications, Honesty-Humility, 

HEXACO  
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Doing justice to creative justifications: creativity, Honesty-Humility, and (un)ethical 

justifications 

Introduction 

Unethical behaviors such as dishonesty occur in every society and can negatively affect 

many areas of everyday life. For instance, a recent press release of one of the biggest Danish 

banks confirmed that around 15,000 of their customers have been suspected of money-

laundering with a total flow of payments of around €200 billion (Danske Bank, 2018). Similar 

instances of unethical behavior can be found on a more global scale—e.g., Volkswagen released 

around 11 million cars worldwide that were programmed to meet emission standards only during 

initial testing, but not in the real-world driving (Volkswagen, 2015). Given the tremendous costs 

that can result from unethical behaviors, researchers have tried to identify situation and person 

factors that predict such actions. With regard to person factors, creativity has been suggested 

repeatedly as a predictor of unethical behavior (e.g., Ariely, 2012; Beaussart, Andrews, & 

Kaufman, 2013; Gino & Ariely, 2012; Keem, Shalley, Kim, & Jeong, 2018; Mumford et al., 

2010; Niepel, Mustafić, Greiff, & Roberts, 2015).  

Creativity, most commonly defined as ‘the production of novel, useful products’ 

(Mumford, 2003, p. 110), has been found to be positively related to unethical behavior across 

several studies (e.g., Bassarak et al., 2017; Beaussart et al., 2013; Gino & Ariely, 2012). This 

relation has often been attributed to creative individuals’ increased ability to generate unethical 

justifications1 of their unethical behavior (Gino & Ariely, 2012; Mai, Ellis, & Welsh, 2015; 

                                                 

 

1 In the following, we will use the term ‘unethical justifications’ to refer to what has been called 

as either self-serving (Gino & Ariely, 2012) or unethical (Mai, Ellis, & Welsh, 2015) justifications in 

previous literature.  
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Zheng, Qin, Liu, & Liao, 2017). For instance, Gino and Ariely (2012) suggested that divergent 

thinking (a kind of thinking that involves generating multiple and varied ideas; Cropley, 2006) 

facilities an unethical justification process in a way ‘that when people are motivated to behave 

dishonestly so as to benefit financially in a given situation (or to advance their self-interest in 

other forms), divergent thinking is likely to help them develop original ways to bypass moral 

rules’ (p. 446).  

Several recent studies, however, found that creativity does not necessarily entail 

generating unethical justifications (Dymit, 2015; Keem et al., 2018; Zheng et al., 2017) or 

committing unethical actions (Keem et al., 2018; Mai et al., 2015; Mumford et al., 2010; Niepel 

et al., 2015; Zheng et al., 2017; for a review, see Shen, Yuan, Yi, Liu, & Zhan, 2017). In line with 

those findings, a literature review on the collocations of creativity used by researchers has 

suggested that the word ‘creativity’ is collocated with both moral (‘benevolent’, ‘ethical’, 

‘moral’) and immoral (‘dark side’, ‘malevolent’) concepts (Kampylis & Valtanen, 2010). 

Consequently, it appears unclear whether there is a positive relation between creativity and 

unethical justifications in general.  

In the following, we propose that these mixed findings on the relation between creativity 

and unethical justifications—or, more broadly, unethical behavior—may be due to creative 

individuals’ increased ability to generate not only unethical, but also ethical justifications (i.e., 

justifications for behaving ethically). As a result, in some contexts creative people may tend to 

behave just as ethical (e.g. Mai et al., 2015; Zheng et al., 2017) or even more ethical (e.g., Keem 

et al., 2018; Mumford, 2003; Niepel et al., 2015) than less creative ones. More specifically, we 

will investigate the relation between creativity and the generation of ethical and unethical 

justifications. Based on previous mixed findings on the relation between creativity and unethical 
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justifications/behavior, we expect creativity to be similarly positively related to the generation of 

both ethical and unethical justifications. In addition, we will examine the role of Honesty-

Humility, the basic personality dimension most strongly and consistently linked to dishonesty 

(Heck, Thielmann, Moshagen, & Hilbig, 2018; Zettler, Thielmann, Hilbig, & Moshagen, 2020), 

in the generation of (un)ethical justifications. Here, we expect that Honesty-Humility will be 

positively related to the generation of ethical justifications, and negatively related to the 

generation of unethical justifications.  

In the following, we describe existing research on (1) the role of unethical justifications 

for unethical behavior, (2) the relation between creativity and (un)ethical justifications, (3) the 

relation between Honesty-Humility and (un)ethical justifications, before we finally introduce (4) 

the overview of the present investigation.  

Unethical justifications and unethical behavior 

Unethical justifications ‘enable people to bridge two opposing desires: to profit from 

acting immorally and to see themselves as moral’ (Shalvi, Gino, Barkan, & Ayal, 2015, p. 126). 

In doing so, they decrease the subjective perception of the occurrence, extent, and/or 

consequences of unethical behaviors. This reduces the threat to one’s moral self-concept (i.e., the 

view of oneself as being moral) that may arise from unethical behaviors. Consequently, unethical 

justifications enable one to commit unethical actions without bearing the psychological costs that 

can arise from acting in an immoral way (Shalvi et al., 2015). In the following, we describe three 

examples of factors that have been suggested to increase the generation of unethical 

justifications, specifically: ambiguity (Shalvi, Dana, Handgraaf, & De Dreu. 2011), the presence 

of other people who benefit from one’s unethical actions (Gino, Ayal, & Ariely, 2013), and the 
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possibility to interpret one’s unethical actions as unintentional (Pittarello, Leib, Gordon-Hecker, 

& Shalvi, 2015). 

Regarding ambiguity, Shalvi et al. (2011) found that participants cheated more in the die-

roll cheating paradigm (Fischbacher & Föllmi-Heusi, 2013) when they had more, as compared to 

less, space to justify their unethical behavior. Specifically, participants in the single-roll 

condition rolled a die in private and were informed that their incentive will depend on the 

outcome of the die-roll, i.e., the higher the obtained number, the higher the incentive. In another, 

the multiple-rolls, condition, however, participants were asked to roll the die at least three times, 

while the incentive was based on the reported outcome of the first die roll—which, importantly, 

had to be reported after all the die rolls. Cheating in the multiple-roll condition is easier to justify 

than cheating in the single-roll condition because in the former participants may observe a 

tempting number in one of the multiple rolls, which may be used to justify cheating. In other 

words, the justification may be provided by the fact that although participants did not observe a 

rather tempting number in the first die roll, they did observe one in later rolls. On the other hand, 

justifying cheating in the single-roll condition is more difficult because participants do not have a 

chance to observe a tempting number during multiple die-rolls. In line with this idea, participants 

in the multiple-roll condition reported higher outcomes of the first die-roll as compared to 

participants in the single-roll condition (Shalvi et al., 2011). In brief, the ambiguity in the 

multiple-rolls condition has been suggested to serve as a justification for behaving unethically.  

In another study, Gino et al. (2013) found that increasing the number of beneficiaries of 

dishonest behaviors provides an unethical justification for acting in an immoral way, and, as a 

result, increases cheating. Specifically, they found that participants cheated more when 

dishonesty benefited themselves and another person, as compared to when cheating benefited 
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only oneself or only another person (see also, Klein, Thielmann, Hilbig, & Zettler, 2017). 

Furthermore, participants exhibited higher cheating rates when dishonesty profited themselves 

and two other people than when it profited themselves and only one other person. This suggests 

that an increase in the number of people who benefit from unethical actions can serve as an 

unethical justification that leads to an increase in unethical behavior.  

Another context in which the generation of unethical justifications, and, in turn, 

dishonesty, has been found to increase is when participants have a chance to attribute their 

unethical action to making an unintentional mistake. For example, Pittarello et al. (2015) 

presented participants with several numerical values surrounding a fixation cross on a screen, 

and asked them to report values appearing the closest to the fixation cross. Participants were 

informed that the higher the reported value, the higher the monetary incentive that they will 

receive. The value second closest to the fixation cross was either tempting (i.e., higher than the 

value most closely to the fixation cross, and thus providing a higher incentive) or not tempting 

(i.e., lower than the value most closely to the fixation cross, and thus providing a lower 

incentive). Results show that participants were more likely to ‘make mistakes’ by reporting the 

value second closest to the fixation cross when the value was tempting as opposed to when it was 

not tempting (Pittarello et al., 2015). Whereas the presented and other (e.g., Bassarak et al., 

2017; Conrads, Irlenbusch, Rilke, & Walkowitz, 2013; Weisel & Shalvi, 2015) studies 

investigated factors that make unethical justifications more likely, it is important to note that 

none of them investigated the generation of unethical justifications directly.  

Creativity and (un)ethical justifications 
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Creativity and justifications  

If creativity is related to the generation of either ethical or unethical justifications, it 

should be first considered whether it is plausible to assume that creativity is related to the 

generation of justifications in general. According to Gino and Ariey (2012), the ability to 

generate unethical justifications among creative people is largely due to creative people’s high 

levels of divergent thinking, i.e., the capability to generate multiple and varied ideas (Cropley, 

2006). Divergent thinking, however, can be measured from a quantitative and a qualitative 

perspective—the former referring to the number of generated ideas (i.e., fluency) and the latter 

referring to their quality (typically determined by subjective ratings of creativity; e.g., Nusbaum, 

Silvia, & Beaty, 2014; Silvia, Beaty, & Nusbaum, 2013; Silvia, Beaty, Nusbaum, Eddington, & 

Kwapil, 2014; Silvia, Nusbaum, & Beaty, 2017). Similarly, (un)ethical justifications can be 

studied from both a quantitative and a qualitative perspective, where quantity refers to the 

number of generated justifications, and quality refers to the effectiveness of generated ethical or 

unethical justifications in discouraging or encouraging committing unethical actions, 

respectively.  

Previous studies on the relation between creativity and unethical justifications do not 

clarify whether it is quantity or quality that matters more for the relation in question. However, 

the qualitative aspects of both constructs appear as the most straightforward choice—first, 

because quality of divergent thinking is a better indicator of creativity than quantity (e.g., Silvia 

et al., 2014), and second because the quality of (un)ethical justifications may be more relevant 

for actual (un)ethical behavior than their quantity. Indeed, one can generate multiple 

justifications, but if (virtually) all of them are ineffective, they may not influence one’s behavior. 

Therefore, we assume that the most straightforward test of the relation between creativity and 
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(un)ethical justifications should focus on qualitative aspects of both constructs. Hence, our first 

prediction is that people with higher quality of divergent thinking will produce (un)ethical 

justifications of higher quality. Note that, to the best of our knowledge, this specific relation has 

not been investigated yet. 

Concerning the relevance of quantitative aspects for the relation between creativity and 

(un)ethical justifications, Mai et al. (2015) found that the relation between (situationally 

activated) trait creativity and unethical behavior was mediated by the number of generated 

unethical justifications, suggesting that quantity may be relevant for the relation in question. 

Furthermore, from a theoretical perspective, the relation between creativity and unethical 

justifications has been attributed to, among others, quantity, namely to ‘generating multiple 

[emphasis added] and diverse reasons these (unethical) actions can be judged as ethically 

appropriate’ (Gino & Ariely, 2012, p. 447). Indeed, one can argue that the more justifications are 

generated, the higher the likelihood that some of them will turn out effective. Taking all that into 

consideration, we expect that higher quantity of divergent thinking will be positively related to 

the quantity of generated (un)ethical justifications.  

The next issue to consider is whether one should also take into account the relations 

between the quantity of divergent thinking and the quality of (un)ethical justifications, as well as 

between the quality of divergent thinking and the quantity of (un)ethical justifications. Given that 

the previous literature arguably provides no guidelines on the topic, in the following we will 

investigate the relation between divergent thinking and justification generation within 

quantitative and qualitative domains separately, whereas the links between those domains will be 

investigated in an exploratory way.   
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Creativity and unethical justifications  

Focusing on the relation between creativity and the generation of unethical justifications 

in particular, two lines of research should be sketched. One has investigated the relation between 

creativity and unethical justifications either by manipulating the difficulty of justification 

generation (Gino & Ariely, 2012), or by measuring the number of generated unethical 

justifications (Dymit, 2015; Mai et al., 2015). Another line of research (i.e., Keem et al., 2018; 

Zheng et al., 2017) has investigated the relation focusing on Moral Disengagement—an 

individual difference construct referring (among other things) to one’s tendency to generate 

unethical justifications (Moore, 2015).2 

Concerning studies that manipulated the difficulty of generating unethical justifications, 

Gino and Ariely (2012) found that the activation of a creative mindset increased dishonesty in 

the single-roll condition, but not in the multiple-rolls condition as described above.3 Similarly, 

Gino and Ariely (2012) also found that the relation between trait creativity and dishonesty was 

stronger in the single-roll as compared to the multiple-rolls condition. These results suggest that 

a creative mindset/trait creativity enhances dishonesty when participants have less space to 

justify their behavior, but not—or to a smaller degree—when they have more space to justify 

their actions. In other words, it might be that creative people are more likely to justify unethical 

behavior even when there is little room given for justifications.  

                                                 

 

2 It should be noted that, in the framework of Moral Disengagement, the mechanism in question is 

referred to as ‘moral justifications’ (Moore, 2015), but because it is conceptually nearly identical to ‘self-

serving justifications’ (e.g., Shalvi, et al., 2015) and ‘unethical justifications’ (e.g., Mai, et al., 2015), we 

refer to all of those constructs as ‘unethical justifications’. 
3 Single-roll and multiple-rolls conditions in the sense of Shalvi et al. (2011) were labelled as 

low- and high-justification conditions by Gino and Ariely (2012). 
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One limitation is that Gino and Ariely (2012) did not measure the generation of unethical 

justifications directly. This was addressed in a study by Mai et al. (2015) in which the ability to 

generate unethical justifications was assessed by asking participants to generate unethical 

justifications to morally ambiguous scenarios. Drawing on trait-activation theory, which assumes 

that traits predict relevant behaviors only in contexts that provide situational cues for such 

behaviors (Tett & Burnett, 2003), Mai et al. (2015) hypothesized that creativity predicts 

dishonest behavior more strongly when activated by situational cues. In line with this theorizing, 

Mai et al. (2015) found that trait creativity was positively related to dishonesty when creativity 

was activated via previous participation in a creative task, but not when an activation was not 

given. Furthermore, the relation between situationally activated trait creativity and dishonest 

behavior was mediated by the number of generated unethical justifications. This suggests that, 

when creativity-related situational cues are provided, trait creativity increases the number of 

unethical justifications, and, in turn, dishonesty. Importantly, the direct correlations between 

creativity and the number of generated unethical justifications were relatively small (r = .11 in 

Study 3, and r = .22 in Study 2; Mai et al., 2015). Moreover, Dymit (2015) found that 

correlations between creativity and the number of generated unethical justifications can differ 

depending on the creativity measure: They found correlations of r = -.07 (when using the 

Creative Personality Scale; Gough, 1979) and r = .16 (when using the Creative Behavior 

Inventory; Hocevar, 1980). 

 In sum, findings by Mai et al. (2015) suggest that the role of unethical justifications in 

the relation between creativity and unethical behavior may emerge only in specific contexts, 

namely, when creativity is activated. Furthermore, Dymit (2015) found that the relation between 

creativity and unethical justifications emerges only when the former is measured using a specific 
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measure. It should be noted, however, that Mai et al. (2015) and Dymit (2015) did not measure if 

participants generated ethical justifications, so the positive direct correlations between creativity 

and the generation of unethical justifications might have been due to creative individuals’ greater 

ideational fluency (i.e., the ability to generate multiple ideas; e.g., Benedek et al., 2012; Jauk et 

al., 2013), rather than due to a greater tendency to suggest unethical justifications only, and, in 

turn, to behave in a rather unethical way overall.  

Another line of research investigated the relation between creativity and the generation of 

unethical justifications via Moral Disengagement (Keem et al., 2018; Zheng et al., 2017), which 

refers to a set of cognitive mechanisms that allow to increase subjective moral acceptability of 

unethical behaviors by, among others, enhancing production of unethical justifications (Moore, 

2015). In other words, people with high levels of Moral Disengagement should be more likely to 

generate unethical justifications. In one study assessing this construct, Zheng et al. (2017) found 

no significant correlations between creativity and Moral Disengagement, suggesting that those 

two traits may not be directly related to each other. They did, however, find that Moral Identity 

(the degree to which people perceive themselves as moral and value their moral self-image; 

Aquino & Reed, 2002) moderated the relation between creativity and Moral Disengagement. 

Specifically, they found that only individuals with high creativity and low—but not high—levels 

of Moral Identity were high in Moral Disengagement. This implies that creativity can increase 

the generation of unethical justifications if people have rather low, but not high levels in Moral 

Identity. 

In contrast to these findings, Keem et al. (2018) found that creativity correlated 

negatively with Moral Disengagement, and that individuals with high creativity and low levels of 

Moral Identity were not lower in Moral Disengagement than individuals with low creativity and 
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low levels of Moral Identity. Furthermore, Keem et al. (2018) found that individuals with high 

levels of both creativity and Moral Identity were lower in Moral Disengagement as compared to 

people with low levels of creativity and high levels of Moral Identity, suggesting that creativity 

(in combination with other traits) may in fact decrease the generation of unethical justifications. 

Thus, according to the results by Keem et al. (2018), creativity can decrease the generation of 

unethical justifications for people with high—rather than low—levels of Moral Identity. 

Overall, previous studies investigating the role of generating unethical justifications 

(either directly or by assessing Moral Disengagement) for the relation between creativity and 

unethical behavior provide mixed findings. Some found that creativity is positively related to the 

generation of unethical justifications (Gino & Ariely, 2012; Mai et al., 2015), some found that 

creativity and unethical justifications are positively related only in specific contexts (Dymit, 

2015; Mai et al., 2015; Zheng et al., 2017), and others found that creativity and unethical 

justifications are negatively related, and that creativity in combination with other traits may in 

fact decrease the propensity to generate unethical justifications (Keem et al., 2018).  

Creativity and ethical justifications  

One reason for this unclear picture described above might be that it is not the generation 

of unethical justifications in particular that might help to shed light on the relation between 

creativity and unethical behavior, but the generation of justifications in general. That is, it might 

be that creativity is equally related to the generation of both unethical and ethical justifications. 

 Herein, we, analogically to unethical justifications (Shalvi et al., 2015), define ethical 

justifications as increasing the subjective perception of the occurrence, extent, and/or 

consequences of unethical behavior when one is faced with a threat to one’s moral self-concept, 

and thus encouraging one to behave more ethically. Indeed, from a theoretical point of view, the 
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generation of ethical justifications could be just as ‘novel and useful’ (i.e., creative; Mumford, 

2003, p. 110) as the generation of unethical ones. This possibility that creativity may be equally 

related to the generation of both ethical and unethical justifications has not been investigated yet. 

Therefore, we will test the relation between creativity and (un)ethical justifications, looking at 

both the quantity, and quality of those justifications in influencing moral actions. Clearly, such a 

test provides important insights: If creative individuals generate more (effective) unethical 

justifications only, this substantiates the idea of a positive relation between creativity and 

unethical behavior via the more likely and/or effective generation of unethical justifications. If, 

however, creativity enhances the quantity and/or quality of both ethical and unethical 

justifications, this explanation no longer holds—and, in turn, one needs to reconsider why 

creativity is linked to unethical behavior (or one even needs to reconsider the relation between 

creativity and unethical behaviors in general). Given the mixed findings on the relation between 

creativity and unethical justifications and behavior, and also theoretical argumentation for neither 

an inherently moral or immoral character of creativity, our prediction is that creativity (more 

specifically, quality and quantity of divergent thinking) will be equally related to the quality and 

quantity of both ethical and unethical justifications.  

It should be noted, though, that our theorizing does not imply that (un)ethical 

justifications are generated in each and every situation where people can act in an (un)ethical 

way. For instance, people might not be motivated to generate ethical justifications in situations 

where acting in an ethical way is straightforward and normative (e.g., responding truthfully when 

asked about one’s name). Analogically, people might not be motivated to generate unethical 

justifications in contexts where acting in an unethical way is a norm (e.g., stealing copy paper 

from a workplace where theft is a very common practice). Hence, in the following study we will 
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focus on situations that include some degree of ambiguity, i.e., where it is clear that one can act 

in an either ethical or unethical way. We expect that in these contexts the relevance of (un)ethical 

justifications will be higher than in situations where acting in (un)ethical ways is rather 

straightforward (in line with the general idea that ‘strong’ situations limit the importance of 

individual differences, such as herein people’s differences in the generation of (un)ethical 

justifications; e.g., Cooper & Withey, 2009). 

Honesty-Humility and (un)ethical justifications 

If, as we propose, creativity is equally related to the generation and/or effectiveness of 

both ethical and unethical justifications, the idea that creativity promotes unethical behavior 

through the generation of unethical justifications (e.g., Gino & Ariely, 2012) needs to be 

reconsidered. In this regard, we suggest that another personality characteristic, namely, trait 

Honesty-Humility, may serve as a stable tendency that directs one’s creative justifications in an 

either ethical or more unethical direction. Representing a basic personality dimension in the 

HEXACO Model of Personality (Ashton & Lee, 2007), Honesty-Humility is defined as the 

“tendency to be fair and genuine in dealing with others, in the sense of cooperating with others, 

even when one might exploit them without suffering retaliation“ (Ashton & Lee, 2007, p. 156). 

Common adjectives found in lexical studies describing people high Honesty-Humility include 

‘sincere, honest, faithful/loyal, modest/unassuming, fair-minded’, while individuals low 

Honesty-Humility are described as ‘sly, greedy, pretentious, hypocritical, boastful, pompous’ 

(Ashton & Lee, 2007, p. 154). In line with this, Honesty-Humility has been found as one of the 

most consistent predictors of (un)ethical behavior (for a meta-analysis, see Zettler et al., 2020; 

but see also Pfattheicher & Böhm, 2018).  
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Relatedly, we expect Honesty-Humility to influence the process of (un)ethical 

justification generation. Social-cognitive theories of personality, for instance, suggest that 

individual differences in behavior are determined by the chronic accessibility (i.e., ease of 

activation) of concepts related to a given personality trait (e.g., Higgins & Scholer, 2008). In line 

with this theorizing, e.g., Extraversion has been associated with higher accessibility of positive 

concepts (Borkenau, Paelecke, & Yu, 2009; Cummings, Poropat, & Loxton, 2017; but see also 

Robinson, 2007). On the base of that, we expect Honesty-Humility to be positively related to the 

quality and the quantity of ethical justifications of behavior due to higher accessibility of 

concepts related to honesty and ethics in general. Analogically, we expect Honesty-Humility to 

be negatively related to the quality and the quantity of unethical justifications of behavior.  

The Present Investigation  

Overall, the main aim of this Registered Report is to critically test whether—and, if so, 

how—creativity and Honesty-Humility are linked to the generation of ethical and unethical 

justifications. Specifically, we expect:  

Hypothesis 1a: The quality of divergent thinking will be positively related to the quality 

(effectiveness) of generated ethical justifications. 

Hypothesis 1b: The quality of divergent thinking will be positively related to the quality 

(effectiveness) of generated unethical justifications. 

Hypothesis 2a: The quantity of divergent thinking will be positively related to the 

quantity of generated ethical justifications. 

Hypothesis 2b: The quantity of divergent thinking will be positively related to the 

quantity of generated unethical justifications. 
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Hypothesis 3a: The quality of divergent thinking will be equally related to the quality 

(effectiveness) of both ethical and unethical justifications. 

Hypothesis 3b: The quantity of divergent thinking will be equally related to the quantity 

of both ethical and unethical justifications. 

Hypothesis 4a:  Honesty-Humility will be positively related to the quality of ethical and 

negatively related to the quality of unethical justifications. 

Hypothesis 4b:  Honesty-Humility will be positively related to the quantity of ethical and 

negatively related to the quantity of unethical justifications. 

Please note that the study procedure (both the links to the study procedure and the code 

behind the procedure), analyses code, analyses results, anonymized data, and the in-principle 

accepted Stage 1 protocol are available in the Open Science Framework 

(https://osf.io/n7r2q/?view_only=8e4dcd71127e46acacc79bb53c114db8; link masked for 

review). 

Method 

Procedure and participants 

To estimate an appropriate sample size to test Hypotheses 1a-2b (correlations between 

divergent thinking and the quality/quantity of (un)ethical justifications), we considered effect 

sizes found in previous literature on the topic. So far, only two studies examined a similar 

relation, namely, the relation between self-reported creativity and the number of generated 

unethical justifications (Dymit, 2015; Mai et al., 2015). Dymit (2015) observed small (r = .16) 

and non-significant (r = -.07) effects, and Mai et al. (2015) observed small (r = .22; Study 2) and 

small non-significant (r = .11; Study 3) effects (interpretation of effect sizes based on Faul, 

Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2009). Therefore, we assumed an effect of r13 = .10 of the relations 

https://osf.io/n7r2q/?view_only=8e4dcd71127e46acacc79bb53c114db8
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between quality/quantity of divergent thinking and unethical justifications (which corresponds to 

an effect conventionally assumed as small; Faul et al., 2009). Because there are no studies 

investigating the relation between divergent thinking and ethical justifications, we conservatively 

assumed the same small effect size of r12 = .10. Based on these assumptions, we estimated an 

appropriate sample size for correlations (bivariate normal model) using G*Power (version 

3.1.9.2; Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007), for r = .10, α = .10, and power of .90, which 

revealed a sample size of N = 853.  

Hypotheses 3a and 3b predict equivalence between r12 (correlation between divergent 

thinking and ethical justifications) and r13 (correlation between divergent thinking and unethical 

justifications), focusing on either qualitative (Hypothesis 3a) or quantitative (Hypothesis 3b) 

aspects of the involved variables. To estimate an appropriate sample size, we assumed the effect 

sizes of r12 = .10; r13 = .10 in accordance with the assumptions of the previous paragraph. 

Furthermore, to calculate the required sample size we also had to estimate the size of r23 

(correlation between the quality/quantity of ethical and unethical justifications), which we 

assumed to be r23 = .10. We assumed r23 to be positive because the relation between 

quality/quantity of idea generation across different generation tasks (namely, divergent thinking 

tasks) is normally positive (e.g., Benedek, Mühlmann, Jauk, & Neubauer, 2013; Silvia et al., 

2008), which could arguably be generalized to the relation between the quality/quantity of ethical 

and unethical justifications. However, given that the valence of ideas in the ethical and unethical 

justification generation task is opposing, we decided not to base the size of r23 on divergent 

thinking tasks where participants are not explicitly asked to generate ideas of different valence 

(i.e. they are not explicitly asked to generate ethical or unethical ideas). Hence, we 

conservatively assumed a small effect size of r23 = .10.  



CREATIVITY, HONESTY-HUMILITY, AND JUSTIFICATIONS 20 

Finally, we assumed an effect of r12-13 = .15 (the difference between the correlation 

between divergent thinking and ethical justifications, and the correlation between divergent 

thinking and unethical justifications). Because there is no literature to guide our choice of r12-13, 

we based it on resource limitations (following Lakens et al., 2018). Please note that we 

nevertheless conservatively assumed a small-to-medium effect size (Faul et al., 2009). Based on 

these assumptions, a power simulation (1,000 iterations), conducted using the “paramtest” R 

package (Hughes, 2017), revealed that the required sample size to achieve power of 

approximately .90, assuming α = .10, equals N = 850. 

Hypotheses 4a and 4b predict that the correlation between Honesty-Humility and ethical 

justifications (r42) will differ from the correlation between Honesty-Humility and unethical 

justifications (r43), focusing on either qualitative (Hypothesis 4a) or quantitative (Hypothesis 4b) 

aspects of (un)ethical justifications. Because there are no existing studies that measured those 

relations, we conservatively assume a small positive relation between Honesty-Humility and 

ethical justifications (r42 = .10), and a small negative relation between Honesty-Humility and 

unethical justifications (r43 = -.10). Based on these assumptions, we calculated an appropriate 

sample size required for comparing dependent Pearson’s rs (common index), assuming power 

of .90 and α = .10, revealing N = 387 (G*Power; version 3.1.9.2; Faul et al., 2007). 

In order to avoid a potential influence of the predictor measures on the outcome measure, 

the following study consisted of two measurement occasions. In the first measurement occasion, 

participants were first asked to indicate their demographic information (gender and age); second, 

they were asked to complete the HEXACO-60 (Ashton & Lee, 2009); and finally, to complete 

the divergent thinking tasks (e.g., Benedek et al., 2013). In the second measurement occasion, 

administered one week later, participants completed the (un)ethical justification generation tasks 
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(for details, see the “laboratory log” file available in the OSF; link above). At both measurement 

occasions, before completing given tasks, participants were presented with basic information 

about the study, and asked for consent to participate. At the second measurement occasion, 

participants were debriefed about the purpose of the study. We oversampled the participant pool 

at the first measurement occasion by 20%. This allowed us to account for (1) dropout due to the 

time gap between the first and the second measurement occasion, which, based on our previous 

experience with Prolific Academic (where we run the study), should not exceed 10%, and (2) 

potential dropout due to incorrect responses to the control questions (see below), which results in 

a sample size of 1,024 participants (based on the largest sample size from the power calculations, 

plus 20%) at the first measurement occasion.  

The study was set up via the open-source survey platform formr (www.formr.org; Arslan, 

Walther, & Tata, 2019), and the results were collected via the participant panel Prolific Academic 

(www.prolific.ac; Palan & Schitter, 2018). We collected data from 1,024 participants at the first 

measurement occasion, all of whom were invited to participate in the second measurement 

occasion. The final sample of participants who completed all of the tasks at both measurement 

occasions consisted of 907 participants (593 females, 309 males, and 5 who indicated the 

response option “other”), aged from 18 to 78 (M = 37.28, SD = 12.80) years. All participants 

were from the UK. The exact study procedure can be accessed at: https://wave1r.formr.org/ 

(measurement occasion 1) and https://wave2r.formr.org/ (measurement occasion 2; links masked 

for review). 

http://www.formr.org/
https://wave1-r.formr.org/
https://wave2r.formr.org/
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Measures 

Honesty-Humility  

Honesty-Humility was assessed via the HEXACO-60 (Ashton & Lee, 2009; Moshagen, 

Thielmann, Hilbig, & Zettler, 2019), which measures each of the six personality dimensions of 

the HEXACO model via ten items each: Honesty-Humility, Emotionality, Extraversion, 

Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, and Openness to Experience. We administered the entire 

HEXACO-60 in order to avoid bringing Honesty-Humility-related content into the focus of 

attention. Participants were presented with 60 statements about themselves and other people, and 

asked to rate on a five-point Likert scale the extent to which they agree or disagree with each 

statement. The statements were presented in a random order. Exemplary items for Honesty-

Humility are ‘If I want something from someone, I will laugh at that person's worst jokes.’ or 

‘Having a lot of money is not especially important to me’. We included two attention check items 

among the HEXACO-60 (specifically, ‘This is an attention check. Please choose 1; ‘This is an 

attention check. Please choose 4’). Participants who failed at least one of the attention check 

items were excluded from further participation in the study. To assess the internal consistency of 

the HEXACO-60 we calculated and interpreted Cronbach’s Alpha and (from an exploratory 

perspective) McDonald’s Omega (Ravelle, 2019, which are reported together with the 

confirmatory factor analysis with associated fit indices (SRMR and RMSEA) in the 

Supplemental Material (p. 7). 

Creativity 

 In our creativity assessment we focus on divergent thinking which has been 

acknowledged as a common and useful indicator of creative potential (for an overview, see 

Runco & Acar, 2012). It should be noted that divergent thinking is only one of the skills that 
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constitute creative thought (e.g., Lee & Therriault, 2013). However, we decided to measure 

divergent thinking specifically because it has already been suggested as a creative skill 

associated with increased dishonesty among creative people (Gino & Ariely, 2012). 

We assessed divergent thinking using the Unusual Uses Tasks in which participants were 

asked to generate unusual uses of various objects (e.g., Benedek et al., 2013; Silvia et al., 2008). 

Because administration procedures of the Unusual Uses Tasks varies considerably in the 

literature, the following procedure, although primarily based on Benedek et al. (2013) and Silvia 

et al. (2017, 2008), draws from a variety of different studies. Specifically, participants took part 

in three Unusual Uses Tasks, presented in a random order (Benedek et al., 2013). Participants 

were asked to generate as many original uses as possible for (1) a remote control, (2) a bus ticket, 

and (3) a bag of potting soil.4 Participants were given two minutes for each task (Benedek et al., 

2013), and were informed that the aim is to invent creative ideas, which ‘strike people as clever, 

unusual, interesting, uncommon, humorous, innovative, or different’ (Silvia et al., 2017, p. 218). 

Please note that, following common recommendations in the literature (e.g., Silvia et al., 2017), 

participants were instructed to focus on quality, rather than quantity of their responses, which is 

why we recommend to interpret the results regarding the quantity of responses with caution.  

After reading the instructions, participants were presented with a control question 

(specifically, ‘Which of the following is the aim of the task? 1) To generate creative uses of 

objects, 2) To generate common uses of objects, 3) To generate random associations with 

objects’). If they failed the control question, they were excluded from further participation in the 

study. After completing all the Unusual Uses Tasks, participants were presented with the ideas 

                                                 

 

4 We used these three objects, because—as of 11/11/2019—one could not find creative answers 

for this in the internet directly. 
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they generated and asked to select the three ideas from each task that they consider the best 

(Benedek et al., 2013). The order of the presented ideas generated in each task, and the order of 

the presented ideas generated within each tasks were randomized. The three best ideas selected 

by the participants were rated for their creativity by three independent raters (trained research 

assistants) blind to the hypotheses (Silvia, 2011; Silvia et al., 2017, 2008). The subjective top-

scoring method (i.e., rating the top ideas rather than all ideas) has been suggested to address a 

potential confounding between originality and fluency: When all ideas are rated, the quality of 

ideas is usually highly correlated with the number of ideas (fluency), whereas when only the top 

ideas are rated, the quality of ideas is either unrelated or negatively related to fluency (Benedek 

et al., 2013; Silvia et al., 2008). It should be noted, however, that despite using the subjective 

top-scoring method, the quality and quantity of ideas in the following study were positively 

correlated (see, Supplemental Material, p. 6). 

Following procedures described by Silvia et al. (2017), the three raters were presented 

with the responses (selected by participants as their three best responses) in an alphabetical order, 

and data from all other measures was removed from the dataset beforehand.5 We assessed 

quantitative and qualitative aspects of generated responses. In doing so, quality was assessed 

using subjective ratings. Specifically, the responses were scored on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = 

not at all creative, 5 = very creative) by the three raters (Silvia et al., 2017). Lower scores were 

given to responses that are very common in the sample and that are actual uses of given objects. 

                                                 

 

5 Please note that both in the Unusual Uses Task and in the (un)ethical justification generation 

task (see below), some responses were missing from the initial batch received by the quality raters, and 

also some responses were accidentally included (e.g. undivided responses from participants who provided 

multiple creative uses as one). These issues were fixed afterwards—for details, see Supplemental Material 

(p. 9)  
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Higher scores were given to responses that are ‘quirky, clever, elaborate, and, for lack of a better 

word, creative’ (Silvia et al., 2017, p. 218). After each rater rated the first 20 responses, we 

calculated inter-rater reliability. Because after the first ratings, the inter-rater reliability (ICC) fell 

below .50, we discussed potential areas of disagreement with the raters, and asked them to rate 

another set of 20 responses (where all ICCs reached above .50; for details, see Supplemental 

Material, p. 8). After that, the raters began the main ratings. . Finally, responses from all raters 

were averaged. All raters were asked to rate for only four hours a day and they were advised to 

take regular breaks at least every two hours.  

Quantity (also known as fluency) was scored by summing up the number of generated 

responses. To assure good quality of the data, before summing up the responses, we excluded all 

responses from the Unusual Uses Tasks that were nonsensical, non-understandable (Reiter-

Palmon, Forthmann, & Barbot, 2019), or repetitive (for a particular participant), and we divided 

responses from participants who provided multiple creative uses as one. Specifically, before the 

responses were presented to the above mentioned raters, three members of the research team 

removed nonsensical and non-understandable responses from the dataset (which was divided 

between the members of the research team). Responses that were considered nonsensical by the 

quality rater(s), but not by the members of the research team, received a score of one from the 

quality rater(s) in question. In addition, responses that were considered non-understandable by 

the quality rater(s), were clarified by a member of the research team, and sent back to the quality 

rater(s) in question. If the member of the research team was unable to clarify some of the 

responses in question, they were treated as nonsensical, and received a quality score of one. 

Furthermore, the members of the research team divided responses from participants who typed in 
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multiple responses as one response. Both raw and cleaned datasets with participants’ responses 

are available in the Open Science Framework (link above).   

We used Intraclass Correlation Coefficients (ICC(2, 3); Shrout & Fleiss, 1979) to assess 

inter-rater reliabilities for each of the quality assessments in the Unusual Uses Tasks. We found 

the following ICCs for the three tasks: remote control (ICC(2, 3) = 0.53; 95% CI = [0.41; 0.61]), 

bus ticket (ICC(2, 3) = 0.44; 95% CI = [0.35; 0.51]), and bag of potting soil (ICC(2, 3) = 0.64; 

95% CI = [0.60; 0.68]). Following Koo & Li (2016), we interpreted the ICCs based on the 95% 

confidence intervals: A 95% CI of the ICC below .50 indicates poor, between .50 and .75 

moderate, between .75 and .90 good, and above .90 indicates excellent reliability. Please note 

that although we achieved poor-to-moderate reliability only, such values of the ICCs are not 

uncommon in divergent thinking research (e.g., Benedek, et al. 2013).We assessed the reliability 

of the qualitative scores in Unusual Uses Task using Cronbach’s Alpha (as a measure of internal 

consistency; α = .74) and (from an exploratory perspective) McDonald’s Omega (ω = .74).  

(Un)Ethical justification generation 

To assure consistency between the tasks, the following procedure was analogical to the 

procedure of the Unusual Uses Tasks. In the (un)ethical justification generation tasks, each 

participant was presented with three scenarios (in a random order) describing everyday morally 

ambiguous behaviors adapted from the Unethical Decision Making Scale (see Table 1; Scenario 

1, 2, and 4; Detert, Treviño, & Sweitzer, 2008, p. 390). After reading each scenario, participants 

were asked to take part in two tasks (in a random order): in the first one, they generated reasons 

why the presented behavior could be unacceptable (i.e., ethical justifications), and in the second 

one, they generated reasons why it could be acceptable (i.e., unethical justifications). Similar to 

the Unusual Uses Tasks, participants were given a time limit of two minutes for each task. 
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Before each task, participants received additional 20 seconds to read the instructions and 

scenarios (which were also present during the task).  

Before completing the tasks, participants were presented with an exemplary scenario 

(Detert, et al., 2008; Scenario 6, p. 390) and examples of ethical and unethical justification (see 

Table 1). Furthermore, we included a control question to assure that participants understood the 

task (specifically, ‘Which of the following is the aim of the task? 1) To generate ethical and 

unethical justifications of the presented scenarios, 2) To create follow-up stories of the presented 

scenarios, 3) To generate random associations with the presented scenarios’). If they failed the 

control question, they were excluded from further participation in the study. After they provided 

their responses, they were asked to choose three justifications per each task that they deem the 

most effective/useful to motivate their behavior. The order of in which participants were 

presented with justifications generated in each task, the order of the ethical and unethical 

justifications generated in each task, and the order of the justifications within the ethical and 

unethical blocks were randomized.  

Three new independent raters (research assistants) that were blind to the hypotheses were 

asked to rate the three best (un)ethical justifications selected by participants. The raters were 

presented with the justifications in the alphabetical order, and data from all the other measures 

was removed from the dataset beforehand (Silvia et al., 2017). In order to obtain a quality score 

of the generated ethical and unethical justifications, the raters were asked to rate the presented 

ethical and unethical justifications on how useful and effective they are in preventing (in case of 

ethical justifications) or encouraging (in case of unethical justifications) unethical behavior 

presented in the scenario. Their responses were scored on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = not at all 

useful/effective, 5 = very useful/effective). After each rater rated the first 20 responses, we 
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computed the inter-rater reliability, which fell below .50. Following that, we arranged two 

additional meetings with the raters where we discussed the areas of disagreement. After the 

second meeting, the ICCs were above .50 (for details, see Supplemental Material, p. 8). 

Afterwards, the raters began the main ratings. Finally, all responses were averaged. All raters 

were asked to rate for up to four hours per day only to avoid rater fatigue. Further, they were 

advised to take regular breaks at least every two hours. 

We excluded all responses that were nonsensical, non-understandable, repetitive (for a 

given participant) or did not include an (un)ethical justification (e.g., from participants who 

explicitly refused to provide any unethical justification, or from participants who re-defined the 

scenario(s) so that the action(s) in question are no longer ethically ambivalent), and we divided 

responses from participants who provided multiple justifications as one. This procedure was 

conducted analogically to the Unusual Uses Tasks. Specifically, three members of the research 

team removed the nonsensical, non-understandable, or repetitive responses, as well as responses 

that did not include an (un)ethical justification, and divided responses that included multiple 

justifications as one (the dataset was divided between the raters). The procedures regarding 

dealing with nonsensical, non-understandable, and repetitive answers, as well as dealing with 

multiple responses as one, were identical to the ones used in the Unusual Uses Task. The quantity 

of the (un)ethical justifications was measured via summing up the number of generated 

(un)ethical justifications approved by the raters (Mai et al., 2015). Because participants who 

provided multiple responses in one row may not have been able to pick their top three responses, 

their quality ratings were obtained by averaging ratings of all of the provided responses in a 

given task. Similarly, because participants who mistakenly provided ethical in place of unethical 

justifications or unethical in place of ethical justifications may not have been able to pick their 
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top three responses in both tasks, their quality ratings were calculated by averaging ratings of all 

the provided responses in both tasks (separately in the ethical and unethical justifications task).  

The inter-rater agreement and reliability were assessed analogically to the Unusual Uses 

Task (i.e., using ICC(2, 3), Cronbach’s Alpha (α = .71 for ethical justifications ratings, α = .68 

for unethical justifications), and (from an exploratory perspective) McDonald’s Omega (ω = .72 

for ethical justifications ratings, ω = .69 for unethical justifications). We found the following 

ICCs for the six tasks: (1) ethical justifications: ‘café scenario’ (ICC(2, 3) = 0.79; 95% CI = 

[0.76; 0.82]), ‘office scenario’ (ICC(2, 3) = 0.61; 95% CI = [0.58; 0.63]), ‘fast food scenario’ 

ICC(2, 3) = 0.51; 95% CI = [0.48; 0.54]); (2) unethical justifications: ‘café scenario’ (ICC(2, 3) = 

0.30; 95% CI = [0.22; 0.38]), ‘office scenario’ (ICC(2, 3) = 0.59; 95% CI = [0.46; 0.67]), ‘fast 

food scenario’ ICC(2, 3) = 0.70; 95% CI = [0.58; 0.77]); Table 2 shows the used measures for 

testing each hypothesis. 

 

Planned statistical analyses 

Planned confirmatory analyses 

Hypotheses 1a-2b predict that the correlations between the quality/quantity of divergent 

thinking and the quality/quantity of (un)ethical justifications will be positive. Because these 

hypotheses are directional, we concluded that they are confirmed if the Pearson’s correlation 

coefficients of the relations in question are positive and significant at α = 10% (one-tailed). The 

effect sizes were interpreted using Pearson’s correlations.  

Hypotheses 3a-3b predict that the correlations between the quality/quantity of divergent 

thinking and the quality/quantity of ethical justifications will be equivalent to the correlations 

between the quality/quantity of divergent thinking and unethical justifications. These hypotheses 

were assessed using equivalence tests comparing overlapping correlation coefficients based on 
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dependent groups (using the "cocor" R package; Diedenhofen & Musch, 2015). If the 90% 

confidence intervals of the differences between the overlapping correlation coefficients in 

question fell between the lower (r = -.15) and upper (r = .15) bounds of the pre-specified 

equivalence interval, we concluded that these differences were smaller than what we consider as 

meaningful (Counsell & Cribbie, 2015; Harms & Lakens, 2018; Lakens et al., 2018; 

Perezgonzalez, 2015; Zou, 2007). We used the differences between the correlation coefficients 

with associated 90% confidence intervals as measures of the effect sizes. The confidence 

intervals were calculated in accordance with Zou (2007). Please note that the p-value was not 

calculated since the cocor package allows only for confidence interval-based interpretation of 

equivalence tests (Diedenhofen & Musch, 2015) 

Following recommendations by Lakens et al. (2018), we supplemented the equivalence 

tests described above with exploratory null-hypothesis significance tests. Both types of tests are 

needed given that equivalence tests assess the equivalence (i.e., similarities) of the correlations, 

whereas the null-hypothesis significance tests assess the differences between the correlations 

(Lakens et al., 2018). Specifically, we tested if the correlations between the qualities/quantities 

of divergent thinking and unethical justifications are statistically different than the correlations 

between the qualities/quantities of divergent thinking and ethical justifications (Diedenhofen & 

Musch, 2015). We concluded that the correlation coefficients are different from each other if they 

differed significantly at α = 5% (two-tailed). The z statistic with associated p-value was 

calculated in accordance with the backtransformed averaged Fisher’s z statistics (Hittner, May, & 

Silver, 2003), and the confidence intervals were estimated in accordance with Zou (2007). The 

differences between the correlation coefficients with associated 95% confidence intervals were 

used as effect sizes.  
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It should be noted that we obtained both equivalence and a significant difference between 

two correlation coefficients (see below). In this case, we concluded that the difference between 

the correlation coefficients is negligible despite of its statistical significance (Lakens et al., 

2018).  

Hypotheses 4a-4b predict that the correlation between Honesty-Humility and the 

quality/quantity of ethical justifications will be significantly different than the correlation 

between Honesty-Humility and the quality/quantity of unethical justifications. Specifically, we 

expected the former to be positive, while the latter to be negative. We tested these hypotheses by 

comparing the overlapping correlation coefficients (Diedenhofen & Musch, 2015). We concluded 

that the correlations differ as hypothesized if the correlations between Honesty-Humility and the 

quality/quantity of ethical justifications were positive, the correlations between Honesty-

Humility and the quality/quantity of unethical justifications were negative, and the difference 

between these correlations was significant at α = 10% (one-tailed). The z statistic with associated 

p-value was calculated in accordance with the backtransformed averaged Fisher’s z procedure 

(Hittner, et al., 2003), and the confidence intervals were calculated in accordance with Zou 

(2007). The differences between the correlation coefficients with their 90% confidence intervals 

were used as effect sizes. 

Other statistical considerations 

In the following, we used parametric tests. Because only some of the obtained variables 

had a significantly skewed distribution as indicated by visual inspection, the analyses reported 

below are based on untransformed data, while the analyses based on the Box-Cox transformed 

data are available in the Supplemental Material (pp. 2-3). All analyses (including non-central 

analyses) that include covariates are reported without covariates in the Supplemental Material (p. 
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5). Except from excluding participants based on reasons described above, we included only 

participants who completed the entire study procedure. We did not obtain ceiling or floor effects 

in any of our measures.  

Because the study procedure involves open-ended responses, we observed some missing 

data. First, some participants did not generate enough (understandable) ideas in the generation 

tasks to have their top three ideas rated. In this cases, we provided the ratings based on the 

available ideas (following Benedek et al., 2013), while the missing responses received a score of 

zero in quality and a score of zero in quantity. In other words, the quality indices for participants 

who provided less than three responses were calculated by summing up the ratings of the 

available responses together with zeros indicating missing responses, and dividing them by three. 

Second, some participants (despite finishing the study) provided no responses in some of the 

generation tasks (or all of their responses were excluded as nonsensical or non-understandable). 

In these cases, lack of responses was most likely to be caused by low motivation rather than 

inability to generate any responses. To account for this possibility, we performed a supplemental 

analysis on a dataset where the missing ratings for participants who provided no responses (in at 

least one generation task) were imputed using a multiple imputation procedure based on other 

variables—specifically based on gender, age, the HEXACO personality traits (using the ‘mice’ R 

package; Van Buuren, 2019; see p. 4 in the Supplemental Material). Note that there was no 

missing data in the HEXACO-60 because participants were not able to finish the study without 

completing all the responses.  

Planned exploratory analyses 

We conducted several exploratory analyses to get a better understanding of the obtained 

data. Please note that these analyses are predominantly robustness checks and exploratory 
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analyses regarding Hypotheses 3a-4b. Given that these hypotheses are based on comparisons of 

bivariate correlation coefficients, which do not allow to include other (control and exploratory) 

variables, the following analyses are based on regression models.6 For our exploratory analyses, 

we calculated two new (dependent) variables: (1) the difference between ethical and unethical 

justifications ratings (as an indicator of the extent to which ethical justifications are of 

higher/lower quality than the unethical ones), and (2) the percentage of generated ethical 

justifications out of all generated justifications (as an indicator of the difference between the 

number of generated ethical and unethical justifications).  

We tested if the potential relations between Honesty-Humility and (un)ethical 

justifications hold when controlling for (1) the quality/quantity of divergent thinking and (2) the 

other five HEXACO traits. Specifically, we fitted two models testing if Honesty-Humility had 

incremental validity over (1) the quality of divergent thinking and (2) the other five HEXACO 

traits, when regressed over the difference between ethical and unethical justifications ratings. 

Furthermore, we fitted two analogical models testing if Honesty-Humility had incremental 

validity over (1) the quantity of divergent thinking and (2) the other five HEXACO traits, when 

regressed over the percentage of generated ethical justifications out of all generated 

justifications.  

Furthermore, we tested for possible interaction effects between Honesty-Humility and the 

quality/quantity of divergent thinking in predicting the relative quality/quantity of the generated 

justifications. In particular, we tested whether (1) Honesty-Humility interacted with the quality 

                                                 

 

6 One could consider comparing dependent overlapping partial correlations (partialling out 

Creativity), which would arguably be a more optimal choice than regression models predicting difference 

scores. However, to the best of our knowledge, there are no ready tools available to perform such 

comparisons. 
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of divergent thinking when regressed over the difference between ethical and unethical 

justifications ratings, and whether (2) Honesty-Humility interacted with the quantity of divergent 

thinking when regressed over the percentage of generated ethical justifications out of all the 

generated justifications. Additionally, we report the correlations between qualities and quantities 

of generated ideas in the Unusual Uses Tasks and the (un)ethical justification generation tasks (in 

the Supplemental Material, p. 6).  

Results 

Confirmatory analyses: divergent thinking and (un)ethical justifications 

Confirmatory analyses on the quality of responses 

The average quality of ideas generated in the divergent thinking tasks was positively 

related to the average usefulness of both ethical (r1 = .34; 90% CI = [.30; 1]; p < .001; one-tailed; 

Figure 1A) and unethical (r2 = .25; 90% CI = [.21; 1]; p < .001; one-tailed; Figure 1C) 

justifications. In other words, participants who showed high quality of divergent thinking, 

generated ethical and unethical justifications of higher quality than participants who showed low 

quality of divergent thinking, which confirms Hypotheses 1a and 2a. The 90% confidence 

interval of the difference between these two correlation coefficients (r1-2 = .09; 90% CI = 

[.05; .14]; see Figure 1E) was smaller than the smallest effect size of interest of |r = .15|. Because 

this difference was smaller than what we had assumed to be meaningful, we conclude that the 

quality of divergent thinking was equally related to the quality of both ethical and unethical 

justifications, which confirms Hypothesis 3a. It should be noted, however, that in a conventional 

null-hypothesis test, the two correlation coefficients significantly differed (r1-2 = .09; 95% CI = 

[.04; .15]; z = 3.21; p = .001). This suggests that the positive relation between the quality of 

divergent thinking and ethical justifications was stronger than the positive relation between the 
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quality of divergent thinking and unethical justifications. It should be noted, however, that this 

difference is smaller than what we assumed to be the smallest effect size of interest.  

Confirmatory analyses on the quantity of responses 

The correlations between the number of ideas generated in the divergent thinking tasks 

and the number of generated ethical and unethical justifications were positive and significant, (r3 

= .37; 90% CI = [.33; 1]; p < .001; one-tailed; Figure 1B; r4 = .37; 90% CI = [.34; 1]; p < .001; 

one-tailed; Figure 1D; respectively), confirming Hypotheses 1b and 2b. In other words, high 

quantity of divergent thinking was related to high quantity of both ethical and unethical 

justifications, whereas low quantity of divergent thinking was related to low quantity of both 

ethical and unethical justifications. The 90% confidence interval of the difference between the 

above correlation coefficients (r3-4 = 0; 90% CI = [-.04; .04]) does not exceed the assumed 

smallest effect size of interest of r = |.15| (Figure 1C; Figure 1F), and hence the difference is 

smaller than what we considered meaningful. Additionally, the difference between the two 

correlation coefficients did not reach significance in a null-hypothesis test (r3-4 = 0; 95% CI = 

[-.05; .05]; z = -0.11; p = .909). Therefore, confirming Hypothesis 3b, we conclude that the 

quantity of divergent thinking was equally related to the quantity of both ethical and unethical 

justifications.  
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Figure 1. Pearson’s correlations between divergent thinking quality and the quality of 

ethical (Figure 1A), and unethical (Figure 1C) justifications. Figure 1E presents the difference 

between the correlation coefficients between the quality of divergent thinking and: (1) the quality 

of ethical justifications, and (2) the quality of unethical justifications. Figures 1B, 1D, and 1F are 

analogical to figures 1A, 1C, and 1E (respectively), but they include quantity indices for 

divergent thinking and (un)ethical justifications (instead of quality indices). In Figures 1A-1D, 
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the black lines represent regression lines, the gray ribbons represent 90% confidence intervals, 

and the blue dots represent individual participants. In Figures 1E and 1F, the black dots indicate 

the differences between the correlation coefficients, the horizontal lines indicate 90% confidence 

intervals, and the vertical dashed lines indicate (from the left): lower bound of the equivalence 

interval, zero, and the higher bound of the equivalence interval. 

Confirmatory analyses: Honesty-Humility and (un)ethical justifications 

Confirmatory analyses on the quality of responses 

We found that Honesty-Humility was positively related to the quality of generated ethical 

justifications (r5 = .06; 90% CI = [.02; 1], p = .037; one-tailed; Figure 2A), and negatively 

related to the quality of generated unethical justifications (r6 = -.10; 90% CI = [-.1; -.05], p = 

.002; one-tailed; Figure 2C). The difference between these two correlation coefficients was 

significant (r5-6 = .15; z = 5.07; 90% CI = [.10; .20]; p < .001; Figure 2E). In other words, 

participants high in Honesty-Humility were more likely to generate ethical justifications of high 

quality than participants low in Honesty-Humility, whereas participants low in Honesty-Humility 

were more likely to generate unethical justifications of high quality than participants high in 

Honesty-Humility, supporting Hypothesis 4a.  

Analyses on the quantity of responses 

The relation between Honesty-Humility and the number of generated ethical justifications 

was insignificant (r7 = .03; 90% CI = [-.01; .1], p = .183; one-tailed; Figure 2B), whereas the 

relation between Honesty-Humility and the number of generated unethical justifications was 

negative and significant (r8 = -.10; 90% CI = [-.1; -.06], p = .001; one-tailed; Figure 2D). The 

difference between the two correlation coefficients was significant (r7-8 = .13; z = 4.85; 90% CI = 

[.09; .17], p < .001; one-tailed; Figure 2F). In other words, participants high in Honesty-Humility 
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were less likely to generate unethical justifications, but not more likely to generate ethical 

justifications, than participants low in Honesty-Humility, partially confirming Hypothesis 4b.  

 

Figure 2. Pearson’s correlations between Honesty-Humility and the quality of ethical 

(Figure 2A), and unethical (Figure 2C) justifications. Figure 2E presents the difference between 

the correlation coefficients between the quality of divergent thinking and: (1) the quality of 

ethical justifications, and (2) the quality of unethical justifications. Figures 2B, 2D, and 2F are 
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analogical to figures 2A, 2C, and 2E (respectively), but they include quantity indices for 

(un)ethical justifications (instead of quality indices). In Figures 2A-2D, the black lines represent 

regression lines, the gray ribbons represent 90% confidence intervals, and the blue dots represent 

individual participants. In Figures 2E and 2F, the black dots indicate the differences between the 

correlation coefficients, the horizontal lines indicate 90% confidence intervals, and the vertical 

dashed lines indicate (from the left): lower bound of the equivalence interval, zero, and the 

higher bound of the equivalence interval. Please note that because we did not plan to conduct 

equivalence testing for these analysis, the equivalence intervals are presented only to allow for 

comparisons between Figures 1 and 2. 

Exploratory analyses 

 For the sake of the exploratory analyses, we calculated two new dependent variables 

indicating: (1) the difference between the qualities of ethical and unethical justifications (which 

we refer to as the “quality difference” below): the higher the scores, the higher the quality of 

ethical relative to unethical justifications; and (2) the percentage of generated ethical 

justifications out of all generated justifications (which we refer to as the “quantity percentage” 

below): the higher the scores, the more ethical relative to unethical justifications. 

Exploratory analyses on the quality of responses 

 To test if Honesty-Humility predicted the quality difference when controlling for the 

quality of divergent thinking, we fitted a linear multiple regression with two predictors: Honesty-

Humility and the quality of divergent thinking, and one dependent variable: the quality 

difference. We found that both Honesty-Humility (B = .17; 95% CI = [.10; .23]; p < .001) and the 

quality of divergent thinking (B = .10; 95% CI = [.04; .17]; p = .001) significantly and positively 

predicted the quality difference. Furthermore, in order to test if Honesty-Humility predicts the 
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quality difference when controlling for other HEXACO traits, we fitted a linear multiple 

regression with all six HEXACO traits as predictors, and the quality difference as dependent 

variable. We found that only Honesty-Humility was a significant predictor of the quality 

difference (B = .14; 95% CI = [.07; .21]; p < .001). Finally, we tested for an interaction between 

Honesty-Humility and divergent thinking quality in predicting the quality difference. In doing so, 

we fitted a linear multiple regression with the interaction term as a predictor, and the quality 

difference as the dependent variable, which revealed an non-significant interaction term (B = 

-.02; 95% CI = [-.09; .04]; p = .529). 

Exploratory analyses on the quantity of responses 

 The following analyses are analogical to the exploratory analyses on the quality of 

responses, but with the quantity percentage instead of the quality difference as the dependent 

variable. Linear regression with two predictors indicated that Honesty-Humility is a significant 

positive predictor of the quantity percentage (B = .17; 95% CI = [.11; .24]; p < .001), when 

controlling for the quantity of divergent thinking (B = -.02; 95% CI = [-.09; .04]; p = .483). Next, 

we fitted a linear regression model with six predictors including each one of the HEXACO traits, 

which indicated that Honesty-Humility was the only significant predictor of the quantity 

percentage (B = .15; 95% CI = [.08; .22]; p < .001). Finally, we tested whether there was an 

interaction between Honesty-Humility and the quantity of divergent thinking in predicting the 

quantity percentage, which resulted in a non-significant interaction term (B = -.05; 95% CI = 

[-.11; .01]; p = .120).  

Discussion   

The relation between creativity and unethical behavior has been a subject of multiple 

studies which provide an inconclusive picture of the relation in question (e.g., Gino & Ariely, 
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2012; Keem et al., 2018; Niepel et al., 2015). In this well-powered Registered Report, we shed 

some light on this matter, testing the relation between divergent thinking (one of the key aspects 

of creativity; Runco & Acar, 2012) and the generation of ethical and unethical justifications (i.e., 

reasons for behaving ethically and unethically, respectively). We found that the quality of 

divergent thinking was equally positively related to the quality of both ethical and unethical 

justifications, and that the quantity of divergent thinking was equally positively related to the 

quantity of both ethical and unethical justifications. In other words, people with high levels of 

divergent thinking (as an indicator of creativity) were as likely to generate ethical justifications 

of high quality and quantity as they were to generate unethical justifications of high quality and 

quantity. These findings put into question previous theorizing and results suggesting that creative 

people behave more unethically due to their ability to generate more and/or better unethical 

justifications only (Gino & Ariely, 2012; Mai et al., 2015).  

In addition, we tested the relation between Honesty-Humility and the quality/quantity of 

(un)ethical justifications. We found that participants high in Honesty-Humility were more likely 

to generate ethical justifications of high quality than participants low in Honesty-Humility. 

Analogically, participants low in Honesty-Humility were more likely to generate unethical 

justifications of high quality than participants high in of Honesty-Humility. This suggests that 

one of the mechanisms that might explain the general negative relation between Honesty-

Humility and unethical behavior (e.g., Zettler et al., 2020), might be the ability of people high in 

Honesty-Humility to generate better ethical justifications, and the ability of people low in 

Honesty-Humility to generate better unethical justifications. Regarding the quantity of 

(un)ethical justifications, we found that Honesty-Humility was negatively related to the quantity 

of unethical justifications, but it was not related to the quantity of ethical justifications. Hence, 
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people low in Honesty-Humility were more likely to generate unethical justifications, but people 

high in Honesty-Humility were not more likely to generate ethical justifications. This finding 

suggest that one of the reasons why people low in Honesty-Humility behave more unethically 

might be because they generate more unethical justifications.  

This Registered Report has several strengths. First, we investigated the issues of 

relevance for: (1) the inconclusive literature on the relation between creativity and unethical 

behavior (e.g., Gino & Ariely, 2012; Keem, et al., 2018; Niepel, et al., 2015), and (2) the 

literature focusing on the mechanisms (in this case, (un)ethical justifications) that might be 

responsible for the impact of personality on behavior (Borkenau, et al., 2009; Cummings, et al., 

2017; Higgins & Scholer, 2008). Second, we introduced a new method to measure ethical and 

unethical justifications directly, based on their quantitative and qualitative aspects. Please note 

that in the previous literature, unethical justifications were measured largely indirectly (e.g., 

Gino et al. 2013; Pittarello et al., 2015; Shalvi et al., 2011), and ethical justifications were not 

measured at all. Finally, as a part of a Registered Report, our study is of high transparency—all 

study materials, data, analyses, and pre-approved study protocol are publically available 

(https://osf.io/n7r2q/?view_only=8e4dcd71127e46acacc79bb53c114db8).  

Of course, there are also several limitations to our study. First, across all nine tasks (three 

Unusual Uses, and six (un)ethical justifications generation tasks), participants generated 31,806 

responses that went through initial screenings by the members of the research team, and 20,719 

responses that went through quality ratings. Taking into account the amount of data, it is possible 

that there is some noise in the data caused by the raters’ fatigue and high cognitive load, which 

has already been acknowledged as a problem arising from quality ratings (Forthmann et al., 

2017). Second, the inter-rater reliabilities (ICCs) of the quality ratings in both tasks were poor-



CREATIVITY, HONESTY-HUMILITY, AND JUSTIFICATIONS 43 

to-moderate (Koo & Li, 2016), which suggests that the results should be interpreted with caution. 

However, please note that poor-to-moderate ICCs are common in divergent thinking research 

(e.g., Benedek et al., 2013), and that we have assumed a very conservative interpretation of the 

ICCs based on confidence intervals (Koo & Li, 2016), rather than a more common interpretation 

based on the values of the ICCs themselves (Cicchetti, 1994; according to which, all, but one, of 

the ICCs would be interpreted as “fair” to “excellent”). Furthermore, it should be noted that the 

internal consistency of the unethical justifications generation task was slightly below (α =.68) the 

assumed threshold of α = .70. Finally, the study was conducted on a UK sample recruited on 

Prolific Academic, therefore future studies may examine whether our findings generalize to other 

samples.   

Overall, the study provides substantial insights into relations between divergent thinking 

and (un)ethical justifications, and Honesty-Humility and (un)ethical justifications. We found that 

people high in divergent thinking generated ethical and unethical justifications of equally high 

quality and quantity. These findings nourish doubts on a general link between creativity and 

unethical behavior (for mixes findings, see, e.g., Beaussart, et al., 2013; Gino & Ariely, 2012; 

Keem, et al., 2018; Mumford et al., 2010; Niepel, et al., 2015), whereas is substantiates the idea 

that people high in creativity are just generally more likely to generate more justifications—

irrespective of the connotation of these. Future research in this area might thus more consistently 

compare the generation of both unethical and ethical justifications when investigating the link 

between creativity and un/ethical behavior. Further, we found that people high in Honesty-

Humility generated ethical justifications of high quality and unethical justifications of low 

quality and quantity. Future research might pick up this finding and, e.g., investigate whether 
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justification generation serves as a mediator of the relation between Honesty-Humility and 

(un)ethical behavior.  
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