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The U.S. prison system is largely ineffective at reducing incarceration and recidivism
rates. Despite this, reformation of the prison system has not garnered much support. This could
be due in part to system justification as the current system is perceived as unchangeable or fixed
so attempts at change are ineffective. Prior research found that perceived changeability of a
system can increase the motivation to change a system (vs. keeping it the same). An additional
contribution towards the lack of reform may be moral attitudes towards prison reform. Altering
these attitudes may lead to increased support for prison reform. Previous research on attitude
persuasion found that moral appeals garner more support and are more persuasive compared to
neutral and pragmatic arguments. The present study focuses on how perceived changeability and
moral appeals impact attitudes towards and willingness to advocate for prison reform.
Perceptions of changeability impacted perceived message effectiveness and importance of prison
reform. When presented in unchangeable systems, practical appeals were more effective than
moral appeals. How a system is framed impacts how individuals rate the importance of prison
reform. Changeable systems led to reform being more important to people. Prison reform is rated
as important when individuals believe it can be changed as unchangeable systems may increase

system justification. Trying to change an unchangeable system may lead to individuals feeling an
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increased level of anxiety or hopelessness (Jost & Hunyady, 2005; Jost et al., 2008; Kay et al.,
2009). Without the potential to change, individuals are not encouraged to adopt a system-change
mindset as viewing feedback that criticizes the system without any potential for change promotes

system justification (Johnson & Fujita, 2012).
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The United States has the highest level of incarceration in the world, both in raw numbers
and per 100,000 individuals (World Prison Brief, 2021). Despite this incredible incarceration
rate, however, the current U.S. prison system is largely ineffective as a method of punishment for
convicted individuals in reforming their conduct as evidenced by high recidivism rates and is
therefore inefficient as the thousands of dollars per prisoner each year is recurrent. Nevertheless,
the public remains largely unwilling to support efforts to dramatically reform the U.S. prison
system. This thesis aims to test how people can be persuaded to adopt more positive attitudes
toward prison reform.

The U.S. Prison System is Largely Ineffective

The current prison system in the U.S. is plagued by at least three key challenges:
overcrowding, recidivism rates, and cost. First, overcrowding occurs when there is not enough
room for prisoners to sleep or have privacy as well as when the prison is unable to provide
sufficient food, health care, constructive activities (such as GED or job training programs), and
staff to ensure safety for prisoners and workers (World Prison Brief, 2021). Such conditions can
lead to rioting and other instances of violence within prisons (Edwards & LaGow, 1982).
Currently, there are over two million prisoners in the U.S., which puts prisons at a 95.6%
occupancy level, defined as how many prisoners a facility can house at any given time (World
Prison Brief, 2021). Having such a high occupancy level means that most prisons are at or very
close to having every bed filled. However, these occupancy levels do not reflect the International
Committee of the Red Cross’s recommendations for standard living spaces as something as
simple as replacing a single bed with a bunk bed doubles the maximum capacity of a facility

(Allen, 2010).
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While prisons are failing to provide resources to prisoners while incarcerated, prison
systems are also not providing adequate resources to individuals after imprisonment. Previously
incarcerated individuals have increased difficulties finding work, housing, and transportation.
Many individuals return to environments similar to those they were in prior to incarceration.
With a previous conviction and facing challenges that make working a steady job difficult,
individuals are left without much guidance or assistance post-release. The goal of the prison
system is to deter reoffending, i.e., to reduce recidivism. Around 60% of those who are released
from prison are recommitted in five years (Sawyer & Wagner, 2022). Fifty percent of those who
return to prison are committed for noncriminal revocations. However, 13% of individuals are
committed for new felony-related crimes (Sawyer & Wagner, 2022). Not only are individuals
returning to prison, 13% of those individuals are committing offences that are as or more serious
than previous crime(s). A high recidivism rate highlights how the current system fails to provide
individuals with the support they need after incarceration.

Finally, prisons are expensive. Each prisoner costs tens of thousands of dollars per year
for the bare minimum of care (Vera Institute, 2015). Prisons require a great deal of staff for
maintenance and upkeep of the facilities, providing services and care to prisoners, and ensuring
safety and security of all individuals within the facility. Once released, individuals often remain
in the system through parole or probation, which is yet another expense for a system that is not
proving to be successful (Office of The Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation).
Prisons Can Be Effective and Efficient

The state of things does not need to be so dire, however. Other countries have shifted
from prison systems similar to the U.S.’s to those focused on rehabilitation and reintegration.

One such country is Norway. While imprisoned, individuals are provided continued education,
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job training, and therapy to aid in their rehabilitation. Prior to release, there is an emphasis on
finding housing and work for individuals (Benko, 2015; Dorjsuren, 2020).

Norway’s prison architecture and security also differs from the U.S.’s. In the U.S., prison
safety is based upon static security. Static security relies on an environment designed to prevent
an inmate with bad intentions from carrying them out (e.g., isolation pods, sophisticated locking
systems, and constantly monitoring security cameras) (Benko, 2015). Norway’s prison systems
utilize dynamic security, which emphasizes building interpersonal relationships between staff
and inmates as a key factor in maintaining safety within the prison. Guards are encouraged to
routinely interact with prisoners. Prisoners are separated into different levels of restrictiveness
and interaction with other prisoners based upon their needs and care requirements. There are
different sections for individuals needing intense psychiatric treatment or substance treatment for
example (Benko, 2015).

These unique qualities of Norway’s prisons are consequential. Norway has one of the
lowest incarceration rates with only 56 per 100,000 people compared to around 800 per 100,000
people in the U.S. in 2019' (World Prison Brief, 2019; Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2019). Since
implementation, recidivism has reduced from 60-70% to 20% (Benko, 2015). Although the
Norwegian prison system costs at least three times as much per person than the U.S. system, if
U.S. incarceration and recidivism rates were comparable to Norway’s, it would still be cheaper

than the current system (Benko, 2015).

! Note, however, that Norway’s statistic is from the World Prison Brief, which measures the number of prisoners
relative to the entire population. The U.S. statistic instead comes from the Bureau of Justice Statistics, which
measures the number of prisoners relative to the number of U.S. citizens who are 18 years and older. Nevertheless,
the incarceration rates are so dissimilar that they are presumably not driven entirely by this difference in the baseline
population of comparison.
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The fact that other countries have successfully restructured their prisons should
encourage Americans to support similar reform, but the U.S. public remains resistant to such
reform. Despite the promise of various prison reform procedures, the U.S. public may be hesitant
to pursue reforms as they believe that prisons as an institution are necessary to provide an avenue
for what they believe is a fair punishment and not just rehabilitation (Pew Research Center,
2021). Policies that would implement systematic change are also made difficult due to
differences in opinion between racial groups and political parties. Polling from Pew Research
Center found that Democrats are more likely to say that people serve too much time in prison
(41% of Democrats) while Republicans are more likely to say that people serve too little time in
prison (44% of Republicans) (2016). The division between race for topics such as utilizing
criminal risk assessments in determining parole (61% of Black Americans against compared to
49% of White Americans) and opinions on voting rights for ex-felons (83% of Black Americans
in favor compared to 69% of White Americans) also leads to hang-ups in moving any policy
changes forward (Pew Research Center, 2016; Pew Research Center, 2019). Nevertheless, some
polls indicate that the majority of Americans are in favor of prison reform in some manner
(ACLU Campaign for Smart Justice; Koczela & Parr, 2017). Therefore, we need to better
understand #ow to make the case for prison reform in a way that enacts change.

Perceptions that a System is Changeable

A critical psychological barrier to prison reform is people’s pessimism regarding its
ability to change. Ordinarily, people tend to justify systems, which undercuts their willingness to
pursue change. According to system justification theory, there are psychological processes that
lead to the preservation of existing systems even if they are detrimental to personal and group

interests (Jost & Banaji, 1994). Individuals will defend the status quo and go as far as to remain
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ignorant of critical social issues to maintain the current system (Friesen et al., 2018) as it reduces
the anxiety that results from perceiving the world as chaotic and unpredictable (Jost & Hunyady,
2005; Jost et al., 2008; Kay et al., 2009). It is better to have the devil they know than to be
thrown into uncertainty. Feygina et al. (2010) found that individuals with higher system
justification tendencies deny environmental concerns more and were less willing to take pro-
environmental actions. They hypothesized that denial of current environmental issues stems from
the perceived incompatibility of the current socioeconomic system with making changes leading
to decreased environmental strain.

However, although people often have a strong tendency to embrace the status quo, they
can sometimes be compelled to adopt a “system-change” mindset. Research on system-change
motivations is inspired by tradeoffs between two long-established self-evaluation motives: self-
protection and self-change. Self-protection motives promote the construction, confirmation, and
defense of an individual’s beliefs about themselves. Self-change motives drive an individual to
determine their strengths and weaknesses and use this information to better themselves (Johnson
& Fujita, 2012). Prior research has shown that it is critical to balance these motives when giving
someone negative, constructive feedback because the new information that can be used to better
themselves could also threaten their current view of themselves (Sedikides & Strube, 1997).
Johnson and Fujita (2012) proposed that a similar distinction exists among people’s approach to
thinking not just of themselves, but of the systems and institutions they inhabit. Common
systemic justification processes mirror the “self-protection” motives; criticizing the system is
met with defensiveness. However, people should also be able to adopt “system-change” mindsets
just as they can adopt self-change mindsets. In this case, criticizing the system could instead

inspire a desire to address the issue by meaningfully changing the institution itself.
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System-change motivation requires the individual to engage in high-level construal. That
is, people must adopt a perspective aimed at extracting the general, global, and goal-relevant
features of a situation that are likely to be apparent across all possible manifestations of it
(Freitas, Salovey, & Liberman, 2001; Johnson & Fujita, 2012). High-level construal promotes
self-change over self-protection concerns by promoting greater openness to negative information
when motivationally relevant and is instrumental in promoting self-change (Belding et al., 2015).
The same is true for system-level motives. Although the tendency is for individuals to justify and
maintain a system, it is possible for individuals to be amenable to system change
(Bandyopadhyay et al., 2021).

Presumably, the impact of a system-change mindset is constrained by how changeable a
system seems to be. Research on “fixed” versus “growth” mindsets, for example, found that
individuals who believe their intelligence can be developed through hard work, good strategies,
and input from others tend to achieve more than those who believe their abilities are immutable
as they put more energy into learning and are more resilient to setbacks (Claro, Paunesku, &
Dweck, 2016; Dweck, 2006; Dweck, 2016). Johnson and Fujita (2012) directly manipulated
people’s perceptions that a system was changeable or not. For example, in one study, they told
people about changing the status quo at Ohio State University and either included information
that suggested Ohio State University could be changed or information that suggested it was
unlikely to ever change. They found that perceived changeability promotes system-change
motives over system-justification motives.

Much of people’s resistance to prison reform initiatives may be driven by system
justification and perceptions of unchangeability. Attempting to pursue change in an environment

where there is fear and anxiety elicits system justification (Vargas-Salfate et al., 2018). People
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feel that the current system is a necessary institution that reduces uncertainty, thus increasing the
defense of maintaining the current system. But if people can be convinced that a system not only
needs to change but is changeable, then a system-change mindset may take over, making people
more open to change.
The Persuasive Influence of Moral Rhetoric

In addition to conveying prison systems as changeable, prison reform advocacy may also
benefit from making moral appeals for change. People’s resistance to changing prison systems
may be rooted in moral concerns. Moral values shape how we interact with the world. Moral
judgments occur automatically, but the actions individuals engage in based upon those
judgments depend on reasoning and self-presentational concerns because moral foundations are
responses to varied adaptive challenges that are important for success and survival (Graham et
al., 2013). There are at least five moral foundations: care/harm, fairness/cheating,
loyalty/betrayal, authority/subversion, and sanctity/degradation. Care/harm is the ability to feel
and dislike the pain of others. Fairness/cheating is reciprocal altruism, the act of doing good for
others with the expectation that something good will happen to you. Loyalty/betrayal is valuing
the formation of shifting coalitions (groups). Authority/subversion is respect for and obedience
to hierarchical social structures. Sanctity/degradation refers to the moral importance placed on
remaining “pure” and is shaped by disgust and contamination (MoralFoundations.org, 2022;
Graham et al., 2013). These morals impact the way individuals interact with one another and
form attitudes toward various topics. They can also be used to persuade others.

A “moral message” draws upon core moral values to ultimately make the case for why
something is right or wrong. Moral messages are thought to change attitudes in three different

manners: adding knowledge, priming, and framing (Nelson et al., 1997). Adding knowledge
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occurs when presenting moral information that alters the individual’s current belief about the
topic. Someone who may be unaware of the issues of the current system and is then provided
with new information about the injustices within the system, could change their current attitude
based upon the new information. Priming occurs when an individual is made more aware of
certain information that interacts with their current moral values, temporarily making the
information more accessible. An individual may already know about certain issues within the
prison system, and a message may remind them of such. Framing alters the weight of different
types of information. An individual may have a specific attitude towards the prison system, but
by presenting information in a different manner that is more relevant to the individual’s moral
values, also known framing the information, it can alter the individual’s current attitude.

Indeed, moral messages can be quite persuasive. Van Zant and Moore (2015) investigated
how moral messages impacted support for political policies. They had participants read about six
policy proposals. These proposals were framed in moral, pragmatic, or ambiguous terms. For one
proposal about retirement planning, the participant either read about the importance of living
with comfort and dignity (moral), of not draining public funds (pragmatic), or of having
sufficient funds (ambiguous). Moral messages elicited more support than pragmatic messages.
Kodapanakkal et al. (2022) found that not only do moral messages orient people toward the
moral perspective on an issue, but their moral messages were especially influential when the
message drew upon moral values that connect to those of the audience. Many studies have shown
that political ideology moderates which moral arguments are more persuasive to an individual
(Feinberg & Willer, 2019). Liberals tend to find moral messages regarding harm and fairness
more persuasive while conservatives find moral messages regarding loyalty, authority, and purity

to be more persuasive.
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The advantages of moral messages over other kinds of appeals can also depend on
whether the audience already approaches the question from a moral perspective. Moralized
attitudes are attitudes embedded in a person’s core beliefs and convictions (Skitka et al., 2021).
Although moralized attitudes often resist change, they are more likely to change when they are
presented with morally relevant information. The moral-matching hypothesis proposes that
moralized attitudes change more when presented with moral versus practical counter-attitudinal
messages (Luttrell et al., 2019). This hypothesis was found to have stronger effects for different
groups of participants. This may be due to the nature of the argument being presented being
more in line with normative opinions of said groups. Moral attitudes paired with moral
arguments led to greater change in opinion, but practical attitudes paired with practical
arguments did not. People are more attentive and open to new moral considerations when
morality seems especially relevant because the concerns seem more relevant to their attitude
(Luttrell et al., 2019).

Given its ties to the legal system, prison reform is a topic that is already likely to be
moralized. Laws are enacted to maintain a hierarchical social structure and are maintained
through society’s moral beliefs (Prince, 2010). Therefore, moral messaging may be a useful tool
for changing people’s attitudes toward prison reform.

Present Research

The present research tested moral arguments and perceived system changeability as
critical strategies for influencing people’s openness to prison reform programs. I expected that
people would be most open to prison reform and most invested in advocating for prison reform
when they see the prison system as changeable (vs. unchangeable) and when they are given

moral (vs. non-moral) arguments against the current system. That is, I predicted two independent
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main effects in a 2 x 2 factorial design. It was also possible that these variables interact. For
example, moral arguments may only outperform other arguments when systems seem
changeable; in unchangeable systems, all messages may be similarly unpersuasive because the
unchangeability of the system nullifies any calls for reform. Conversely, a moral argument may
only outperform another type of argument when the system seems relatively unchangeable
because people are overall more committed to reform when they see a system as changeable,
regardless of the specific arguments provided. In other words, it is in unchangeable systems that
moral arguments cut through despair. When morality seems especially relevant, people are more
attentive and open to new moral considerations because those concerns seem more relevant to
their attitude.
Methods

Participants

Data were collected during the spring semester of 2023. An a priori power analysis had
been conducted for fixed effects ANOVA with a small to medium effect size (Cohen’s f=.20)
which determined that 199 participants were needed to reach power of .80 (Erdfelder et al.,
1996). Two-hundred participants were recruited through Prolific in total. Four participants were
excluded as they failed the attention check for a remaining total of 196 participants. The average
age of participants was 36.99 years old (SD = 12.40). Of the 200 participants, 47.8% were male,
45.8% were female, 3.4% were non-binary or a third gender, and 3.0% did not answer or
preferred not to answer. The majority of the participants were White (81.8%) with 8.4%
identifying as Asian, 7.9% as Black or African American, 2% as Native American, and 3.4%
reporting some other race.

Independent Variables



MORAL MESSAGES IN CHANGEABLE SYSTEMS 15

All participants read a message arguing that prison reform is necessary (see Appendix A).
The nature of this message depended on the condition to which the participant is randomly
assigned in a 2 (moral vs. practical appeal) x 2 (unchangeable vs. changeable frame) between-
subjects design. The titles of the messages were: “The U.S. Prison System is Harmful and
Immoral but Can be Changed” (moral-changeable), “The U.S. Prison System is Harmful and
Immoral but Cannot be Changed” (moral-unchangeable), “The U.S. Prison System is Costly and
Inefficient but Can be Changed” (practical-changeable), and “The U.S. Prison System is Costly
and Inefficient but Cannot be Changed” (practical-unchangeable).

For the moral messages, information was presented about how the U.S. prison system is
overcrowded and unable to treat prisoners in a way that is fair. Moral messages focused on the
moral foundation of harm because it appeals to both Republicans and Democrats. In practical
messages, information was presented that the prison system was ineffective and inefficient.

For changeable system messages, information was provided regarding other prisons that
have become more focused on rehabilitation and reintegration leading to reduced harm (moral
appeal) and costs (practical appeal). Unchangeable system messages stated that the system will
not change as policies are divisive and costly, preventing harm reduction (moral appeal) or future
cost reduction (practical appeal).

Each message was two paragraphs and around 150 words. Information relevant to the
moral vs. practical appeal was always presented in the first paragraph, and information relevant
to the changeability frame was always presented in the second paragraph.

Dependent Variables

Attitudes
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I measured people’s attitudes toward prison reform after they read the message. The
assessment used a set of semantic differential items: “Please rate Prison Reform on the following
scales: Bad — Good, Oppose — Support, Against — In Favor, Negative — Positive.” These scales
ranged from “-4” to “+4” (Luttrell et al., 2019) (see Appendix B). Cronbach’s alpha was .968, so
items were averaged form a single composite variable in which higher values connote more
positive attitudes toward prison reform.

Perceived Message Effectiveness

To determine the persuasiveness of the messages, participants were asked how
persuasive, convincing, and effective the message is, each on a 5-point scale ranging from not at
all to extremely (Luttrell & Petty, 2021) (see Appendix B). Cronbach’s alpha was .929, so items
were averaged form a single composite variable in which higher values correspond to greater
perceptions efficacy.

Willingness to Share the Message

To determine how likely participants would be to engage in an action regarding the
support of prison reform, they were asked “How likely would you be to share the article you read
on social media?” on a 5-point scale ranging from very unlikely to very likely (Luttrell &
Trentadue, in press) (see Appendix B).

Perceived Importance of Prison Reform

I also aimed to test how much the message shifts people’s priorities by asking two
questions about how important they feel prison reform was on a 5-point scale (1 = not at all; 5 =
extremely) (See Appendix B). Cronbach’s alpha was .931, so items were averaged form a single
composite variable in which higher values connote prioritizing prison reform.

Checks
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Manipulation Checks

To determine whether participants’ perceptions of messages are as intended, I asked
questions about how they viewed the message in terms of morality and practicality (Luttrell et
al., 2019) (see Appendix C). These ranged from “/ — not at all” to “7 — extremely.” Participants
were also asked to rate the messages on how much they seemed to make arguments related to the
feasibility of the changes proposed (/ — not at all to 7 — very much).
Attention Check

To account for the likelihood that some participants completing the online survey would
not be paying careful attention to the materials, one item appeared among the dependent
measures that said: “To ensure data quality, please choose ‘disagree’ as your response to this
question.”
Procedure

Participants were recruited through Prolific to complete a one-time survey for $1.00.
They took a survey utilizing Qualtrics that took approximately five to ten minutes. Once directed
to Qualtrics, participants were presented with one of four messages arguing that prison reform is
necessary. They were randomly assigned in a 2 (moral vs. practical appeal) x 2 (unchangeable
vs. changeable frame) between-subjects design. In order to determine whether the messages were
perceived as intended, participants were asked how they viewed the message in terms of
morality, practicality, and changeability.

After reading the messages, participants were asked about their attitudes towards prison
reform as well as their evaluations of the message they read. Participants were asked how likely
they would be to engage in an action regarding the support of prison reform by rating how likely

they would be to share the message they read on social media. Finally, participants were asked
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how important they thought prison reform was. After completing demographic questions,

participants were redirected back to Prolific to be compensated for taking the survey.
Results

Manipulation Checks

A two-way between-subjects ANOVA was performed to determine if messages were
accurately identified as related to morality. Overall, individuals found that moral frames (M =
4.19, SD = 1.69) were more moral than practical frames (M = 3.58, SD = 1.74), F(1, 192) = 6.03,
p = .02, np? = .03. Overall, changeability did not impact perceptions of morality, F(1, 192) =
1.05, p = .31). However, there was a statistically significant interaction between appeal type and
system frame, F(1, 192) = 4.65, p = .03, np*> = .02. When the prison system was presented as
unchangeable, people did not perceive the moral message as any more relevant to morality than
the practical message, F(1, 192) = .04, p =.83. However, when the prison system was presented
as changeable, people saw those moral frames (M = 4.56, SD = 1.84) as more morally relevant
than practical frames (M = 3.44, SD = 1.74), F(1, 192) = 10.86, p = .001, np? = .05.

A two-way between subjects ANOVA was performed to determine if messages were
accurately being identified as related to practicality. Overall, people who received messages that
the system was changeable (M = 5.72, SD = 1.26) perceived the message as more practical than
those who received messages that the system was unchangeable (M = 5.15, SD = 1.41), F(1, 192)
=9.57, p=.002, np* = .05. Overall, the practical appeal was perceived as more practical (M =
5.61, SD = 1.35) than the moral appeal (M = 5.27, SD = 1.37), although the difference did not
meet conventional levels of statistical significance, F(1, 192) = 3.50, p = .06, np*> = .02. There
was a statistically significant interaction between moral appeal and changeability frame, F(1,

192) = 4.34, p = .04, np* = .02. When the prison system was presented as changeable, moral and
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practical frames did not differ in perceived practicality, (1, 192) = .023, p = .88. However,

when the system was presented as unchangeable, individuals found moral appeals (M =4.77, SD

1.31) less practical than practical appeals (M = 5.51, SD = 1.42), F(1, 192) = 7.67, p = .01, np?

.04.

A two-way between-subjects ANOVA was performed to determine if messages were
being accurately identified regarding changeability. Overall, the changeable system was viewed
as more changeable than the unchangeable system, F(1, 192) = 38.74, p <.001, np*> = .17. People
who read messages where the system was presented as changeable (M = 4.02, SD = .79) viewed
the system as more changeable than people who had messages with an unchangeable system (M
=3.18, SD = 1.10). However, perceptions of changeability did not differ between moral and
practical appeals, F(1, 192) = .14, p =.71. There also was not a statistically significant
interaction between appeal and system frame, F(1, 192) =2.87, p =.09.

Together, these results generally support the efficacy of my experimental manipulations.
However, it is worth noting the interactions on perceived morality and practicality. Moral
appeals were only seen as more morally relevant than practical appeals if the prison system was
described as changeable, but they were only seen as less practically relevant than practical
appeals if the prison system was described as unchangeable. This conditional success of the
appeal manipulation may constrain interpretations of the predicted persuasion effects.

Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations for Dependent Variables

n Attitude PME Willingness | Importance
(-4 to +4) (1to5) to Share (1to5)
(1t05)

Changeable Moral 50 2.48 3.88 2.48 3.96
(2.15) (1.02) (1.37) (1.01)

Practical 48 2.43 3.81 2.68 4.09

(2.13) (1.00) (1.46) (1.01)

Unchangeable Moral 51 2.04 3.14 2.09 3.59
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(1.90) (.85) (1.18)3.59 (.89)
Practical 51 2.18 3.64 2.51 3.92
(2.12) (.98) (1.43) (.91)

Note. Perceived Message Effectiveness (PME).
Attitudes

A two-way between subjects ANOV A was performed to analyze the effect of appeal and
changeability frame on attitudes towards prison reform (Table 1). Bonferroni adjustments were
made to account for multiple comparisons for all p-values. Moral appeals did not impact
attitudes towards prison reform, F(1, 193) = .02, p = .88. Changeability frame did not impact
attitudes towards prison reform, F(1, 193) = 1.36, p = .25. There was not a statistically
significant interaction between the effects of moral rhetoric and perceptions of changeability,
F(1,193)=.09,p =.77.
Perceived Message Effectiveness

A two-way between-subjects ANOV A was performed to analyze the effect of appeal type
and system frame on perceived message effectiveness (Table 1). Bonferroni adjustments were
made to account for multiple comparisons for all p-values. Overall, perceptions of changeability
had a statistically significant main effect on perceived message effectiveness, F(1, 192) =10.74,
p=.001, np? = .05. Those who were presented with messages describing the system as
changeable (M = 3.84, SD = 1.01) rated the messages as significantly more effective than those
who saw messages describing the system as unchangeable (M = 3.40, SD = .95). Type of appeal
did not have a statistically significant main effect on perceived message effectiveness, F(1, 192)
=2.36, p = .13. There was a statistically significant interaction between the effects of type of
appeal and system frame, F(1, 192) = 4.27, p = .04, np?> = .02. While changeable systems had
overall higher effectiveness, it was in unchangeable systems in which appeal type had a

significant difference. Only when presented with an unchangeable system did people find
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practical appeals (M = 3.64, SD = .98) to be more effective than moral appeals (M = 3.14, SD =
.84), F(1, 192) = 6.36, p = .013, np* = .07. Messages with changeable systems appeared to have

no difference between moral and practical appeals, F(1, 192) =.14, p =.71.

Perceived Message Effectiveness

4
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3
2.5
2
1.5
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0.5
0

Moral Practical

B Changeable ® Unchangeable

Willingness to Share the Message

A two-way between-subjects ANOVA was performed to analyze the effect of appeal type
and system frame on willingness to share the message they read (Table 1). Bonferroni
adjustments were made to account for multiple comparisons for all p-values. Willingness to

share the message did not differ overall between moral and practical appeals, F(1, 192) =2.56, p

.11 nor between messages about changeable versus unchangeable systems, F(1, 192) =2.09, p

.15. There was also not a statistically significant interaction between type of appeal and system
frame, F(1, 192) = .33, p=.57.

Perceived Importance of Prison Reform
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A two-way between-subjects ANOV A was performed to analyze the effect of appeal type
and system frame on perceived importance of prison reform (Table 1). Bonferroni adjustments
were made to account for multiple comparisons for all p-values. Overall, moral versus practical
appeals did not lead to differences in perceived importance, F(1, 193) =2.84, p =.09. System
frame did have a statistically significant main effect on perceived importance of prison reform,
F(1,193)=3.95, p =.05. Those who read messages where the prison system was presented as
changeable (M =4.03, SD = 1.01) viewed reform as more important than those who read
messages where the system was presented as unchangeable (M = 3.76, SD = .91).

There was not a statistically significant interaction between type of appeal and system frame,
F(1,193) = .55, p = 46.
Discussion

The present research tested the influence of moral appeals and system changeability in
prison reform rhetoric. Only system changeability was a significant predictor of perceived
message effectiveness and prison reform importance. Changeable systems were perceived as
more effective in persuading individuals and led to greater reported importance of reform than
unchangeable systems. While my proposed hypothesis suggested that moral appeals would be
the condition in both changeable and unchangeable systems to impact perceived message
effectiveness, it was only practical appeals that increased opinions about perceived message
effectiveness in unchangeable systems.

Attitudes towards prison reform were not affected by the apparent changeability of prison
systems nor the type of appeal used in the message. This may have been due to a ceiling effect.

People reported quite favorable attitudes toward prison reform in every condition. This left
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relatively little opportunity for participants to have even more positive attitudes after reading the
messages.

Even if attitudes themselves did not change, people perceived the messages to differ in
their persuasiveness. Moral messages tend to be more persuasive than practical messages (Van
Zant & Moore, 2015). However, when moral appeals were presented in tandem with an
unchangeable system, perceived message effectiveness was lower than in practical appeals.
Potentially, individuals may perceive the moral messages as less effective with moral appeals in
an unchangeable system as prison reform is already a moralized topic, leading individuals to be
more attentive to arguments regarding morality (Luttrell et al., 2019). Moral appeals could be
making the need for system justification greater as the moral nature of the argument is
highlighting the need for change without providing a viable solution, increasing the anxiety
related to increases in system justification (Jost & Hunyady, 2005; Jost et al., 2008; Kay et al.,
2009). Systems which were presented as more changeable were more effective. Changeable
systems may be viewed as more persuasive as individuals do not view the need for reform as
incompatible with the current status quo or socioeconomic system (Feygina et al., 2010).

Individuals were overall not unwilling to share the message but were not impacted by the
changeability of a system or moral appeals in this study. While various messages were more
persuasive and led to greater ratings of importance, these messages were not effective in
increasing willingness to share them.

How a system is framed impacts how individuals rate the importance of prison reform.
Changeable systems led to reform being more important to people. Prison reform is rated as
important when individuals believe it can be changed as unchangeable systems may increase

system justification. Trying to change an unchangeable system may lead to individuals feeling an
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increased level of anxiety or hopelessness (Jost & Hunyady, 2005; Jost et al., 2008; Kay et al.,
2009). Without the potential to change, individuals are not encouraged to adopt a system-change
mindset as viewing feedback that criticizes the system without any potential for change promotes
system justification (Johnson & Fujita, 2012).

Limitations

The manipulation checks found that only changeability was effectively manipulated in
that only changeability was affected and did not have an interaction between moral appeal and
system changeability. Morality and practicality both had significant interactions. This may have
been due to the conflation of practical and changeable. The presentation of a system as
changeable may lead individuals to be less attentive to the morality or practicality of a message.

The use of hypothetical messages may have led participants to devalue the content of the
messages, not taking it as seriously as they would have if they were presented in a different
manner. This may have led to less pronounced differences between conditions. We may have not
been able to find differences between conditions and attitudes towards prison reform, but this
may have been due to a ceiling effect where attitudes were already positive to begin with and
could not become much more positive after reading the messages presented to them.

Majority of the participants used in this survey is White which is not an accurate
representation of the U.S. population. This may make results less generalizable to the greater
population and impact replications in a more diverse sample. Opinions towards prison reform
and the current status of the prison system have been shown to vary depending upon race (Pew
Research Center, 2016; Pew Research Center, 2019). Additionally, racial distributions in the
U.S. are not proportionate with racial distributions in the U.S. prison system which may make

prison reform more pertinent to those individuals and lead to messages about reform being more
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salient (Ortega, 2023). These differences in representation may lead to viewing prison reform as
a more moralized topic, affecting how participants viewed the moral messages. Having a more
representative sample may have resulted in different findings due to differences in moral values.
Conclusion

Prison reform is an important topic to research as the current prison system is flawed.
Being able to understand how to best alter opinions and enact change is crucial in reform.
System changeability and moral appeals impact how individuals view messages regarding
reform and how important reform is to themselves and to the nation as a whole. While not all of
the hypotheses of this study were supported, it gives a good starting point on how to utilize moral

appeals more effectively in circumstances where the perception of changeability is important.
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Appendix A
Moral Messages

Instructions

On the next page, you will see a brief essay on the topic of prison reform in the United
States. Although the message was designed for research purposes, it reflects themes in everyday
communication on this issue.

Please read this message carefully. You will be asked for your own opinions later in the survey.

Moral — Changeable System — 144 words

The U.S. Prison System is Harmful but Can be Changed

The U.S. prison system is currently not an effective method of punishment for convicted
individuals. Many individuals in prisons are denied access to safe conditions, adequate food, and
health care. Additionally, incarceration does not lessen likelihood to reoffend as prisons fail to
provide job training and transitional aid in finding housing and jobs. Prison systems should be
reformed as they are harming incarcerated individuals and preventing them from leading

successful lives after release.

Other countries have shifted from similar prison systems to systems focused on rehabilitation
and reintegration. Therapy, continued education, and job training as well as increasing social
interaction provide prisoners with the necessary skills to be successful after incarceration. Such
systems show a reduction in incarceration rates as well as decreases in reoffending. Reforming
our current prison system would reduce the harm to those in prisons as well as after being

released.
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Moral —Unchangeable System — 138 words

The U.S. Prison System is Harmful but Cannot Be Changed

The U.S. prison system is currently not an effective method of punishment for convicted
individuals. Many individuals in prisons are denied access to safe conditions, adequate food, and
health care. Additionally, incarceration does not lessen likelihood to reoffend as prisons fail to
provide job training and transitional aid in finding housing and jobs. Prison systems should be
reformed as they are harming incarcerated individuals and preventing them from leading

successful lives after release.

While many Americans believe that the prison system should be reformed, little change has been
made over the last several decades. Prison systems are not effective but policy regarding
potential reform is difficult to implement as it incites division between political parties. Altering
the current prison system would take time and money that is inhibitory towards making progress

towards change leading to improved prisoner conditions.

Practical — Changeable System — 166 words

The U.S. Prison System is Costly but Can Be Changed

The U.S. prison system is currently not an effective method of punishment for convicted
individuals. Currently, there are 800 per 100,000 adults incarcerated in the U.S. which is over 2
million people. While it varies by state, each prisoner costs tens of thousands of dollars each year

of incarceration. These expenses are often recurring as around 60% of those who are released
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from prison are recommitted in five years. Prisons cost a significant amount of money to be run

and are not producing the intended result of incarceration.

Other countries have shifted from similar systems to those focused on rehabilitation and
reintegration. Therapy, continued education, and job training as well as increasing social
interaction provide prisoners with the necessary skills to be successful after incarceration. Such
systems have shown reduced incarceration and reoffending rates which has significantly reduced
the cost needed to care for incarcerated individuals. While reform may initially be more

expensive due to alterations, once established, it would be cheaper than the current system.

Practical — Unchangeable System — 156 words

The U.S. Prison System is Costly but Cannot Be Changed

The U.S. prison system is currently not an effective method of punishment for convicted
individuals. Currently, there are 800 per 100,000 adults incarcerated in the U.S. which is over 2
million people. While it varies by state, each prisoner costs tens of thousands of dollars each year
of incarceration. These expenses are often recurring as around 60% of those who are released
from prison are recommitted in five years. Prisons cost a significant amount of money to be run

and are not producing the intended result of incarceration.

While many Americans believe that the prison system should be reformed, little change has been
made over the last several decades. Prison systems are not effective but policy regarding

potential reform is difficult to implement as it incites division between political parties. Altering
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the current prison system would take time and money that is inhibitory towards making progress

towards change leading to overall decreased costs in the future.
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Appendix B
Dependent Variables

Attitudes Towards Prison Reform
Ratings provided on a -4 to +4 scale
Please rate Prison Reform on the following scales:

Bad — Good

Dislike — Like

Against — In Favor

Negative — Positive

Perceived Importance of Prison Reform

Question will be rated on a 5-point scale (1 = not at all; 5 = extremely)

To what degree should prison reform be a priority to the U.S.?

How important do you think prison reform is in the U.S.?

Perceived Message Effectiveness

All ratings provided on 5-point scales anchored at “not at all” and “extremely.”

How persuasive is this message to you?
How convincing do you think this message is?

How effectively do you think this message makes its point?

39
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Willingness to Share Message

This question will be rated on a 5-point scale (1 = very unlikely; 5 = very likely).

Based off of the prompt you read regarding prison reform, how likely would you be to share a

message like this on social media?
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Appendix C
Manipulation Checks
All ratings provided on 7-point scales anchored at “not at all” and “very much”, unless otherwise

noted.

Moral: To what extent did the message make arguments related to moral concerns?
Practical: To what extent did the essay make arguments related to practical concerns?

Feasibility: To what extent did the message make an argument that was feasible?
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Appendix D
Demographics

Age: What is your age (in years)?

Gender: Please indicate which of the following you best identify with
Male

Female

Non-binary/third gender

Prefer not to say

Other:

Ideology: How would you place your political views generally speaking?
Extremely liberal

Mostly liberal

Somewhat liberal

Neither conservative nor liberal

Somewhat conservative

Mostly conservative

Extremely conservative

Race: What is your race/ethnicity? (select all that apply)
White

Black or African American

American Indian or Alaska Native

Asian

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander

Other
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