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Abstract

Although humans exhibit many prosocial behaviors, when the social benefits of their
options are uncertain, surprisingly many avoid learning them before choosing, using ignorance
as an excuse to dodge moral obligations and revert to selfish behavior. This kind of willful
ignorance is robust in the sense that researchers have documented it using a wide array of
methods, across diverse settings, and a time period spanning nearly two decades. At the
same time, however, the degree to which it manifests is inconsistent across and within studies.
Some of these inconsistencies stem from obvious factors, while the moderators driving others
have yet to be identified or are poorly understood. This study synthesizes and organizes

these contextual factors, providing recommendations for future research.

*The authors would like to thank Jason Dana, Jo Thori Lind, Karine Nyborg, and Joel van der Weele for

helpful discussions and feedback that contributed this review.



1 Introduction

Decades of research on cooperative and prosocial behavior have documented the persistent ten-
sion between self-interest and motivations that support social interests [1, 2, 3]. While humans
often incur personal costs to benefit others, they also exploit excuses that allow them to behave
more selfishly [4, 5, 6]. A key mechanism for doing so is willful ignorance [7], the deliberate
avoidance of morally relevant information, which has been documented in many naturalistic
settings, such as refugee aid, eco-conscious behavior, and other real-world moral dilemmas [8, 9,
10, 11, 12, 13].1

Dana, Weber, and Kuang [14] (henceforth, DWK) introduced a stylized decision instrument,
now widely known as the moral-wiggle-room (MWR) game, for studying willful ignorance in
controlled experimental environments. They used it to show that people avoid information about
the social consequences of their actions in order to create a situational excuse, which they referred
to as moral wiggle room, for selfish behavior. This game has since inspired a large experimental
and theoretical literature—DWK has over 2000 citations on Google Scholar to date—and it has
become a key tool for unpacking the social, cognitive, and contextual factors that shape willful
ignorance? and for the broader study of social behavior and motivated cognition.?

Figure 1 provides an overview of the design of the MWR game, which elegantly isolates the
role of moral information in prosocial decision-making. Participants choose between a higher
personal payoff and an alternative with an uncertain social benefit. In the original DWK ex-
periment, option A pays 6 to the decision-maker while option B pays 5, but the benefit to the
recipient is uncertain. The decision-maker can learn whether their interests conflict with the
recipient’s by clicking a button to reveal the payoff structure. In a separate, full-information

baseline treatment, subjects chose knowing that their sacrifice would benefit the recipient.

"'Willful ignorance is alternately called information avoidance, deliberate ignorance, and strategic ignorance.
DWK also introduced two other tools for studying diffusion of responsibility and plausible deniability, but

the Hidden Information treatment has generated far more follow-up research on willful ignorance.
3For example, Bénabou and Tirole [15] and Gino, Norton, and Weber [16]. Also, Grossman and Van der Weele

[17] use the MWR game to identify Bayesian self-signaling, which had previously been difficult to pin down
empirically [18].
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Figure 1: Schematic diagram of the MWR game as implemented by DWK in their Hidden
Information treatment. Orange indicates hidden information; light blue marks revealed payoffs.
As our focus is on the level of willful ignorance, as opposed to its impact on altruistic behavior,

we do not show their full-information Baseline treatment.



DWK found that 44% of their subjects remained willfully ignorant, choosing an outcome
without revealing the payoffs. This was surprising given the levels of prosociality observed in
their full-information baseline. While prior work has examined how willful ignorance reduces
altruism [19], this review focuses on the contextual factors that moderate information avoidance.

Since DWK’s initial findings, the robustness of willful ignorance in the MWR game has
been well established. Replications span a wide range of designs and populations. Most studies
use computer interfaces and university subject pools [17, 20, 21, 22], but the replications have
included paper-and-pen interfaces [23] as well as samples from online labor platforms such as
Amazon Mechanical Turk [24] and the online research platform Prolific [25, 26]. The result has
been replicated with and without time-pressure [27], as well as under double-blind conditions
and with active choice [23]. Some studies have found willful ignorance despite it being financially
costly [17, 28], while other successful replications featured donations to charity as opposed to
allocations to other subjects [24, 29].

A recent meta-analysis by Vu et al. [19] examined how willful ignorance decreases altruistic
behavior. Their analysis included 15 published articles that used the MWR game, for 14 of
which we obtained the ignorance rate and sample size.? Across these studies, the ignorance rate
ranged from 16% to 73%, with more than 1/3 of participants remaining ignorant in 11 out of
14 studies and a median ignorance rate of 44% across studies. Aggregating across these studies,
1492 out 3332 participants (45%) avoided learning the social consequences of their choice. Both
the median and mean ignorance rates are within one percentage point of that found by DWK,
establishing their finding as highly representative. Other studies not published at the time of
their analysis further demonstrate the replicability of willful ignorance using variants of the
MWR game [25, 26, 28, 30] and cross-cultural evidence establishes that willful ignorance is not
confined to any one region or sample [31]. The consistency of this behavioral pattern suggests
that willful ignorance is not merely a methodological artifact, but a psychologically robust
phenomenon with broad behavioral implications.

Although willful ignorance is a robust phenomenon, it is not universal. The extent to which

participant avoid information varies substantially across studies, often due to contextual or cog-

“One of the 16 studies listed in the MWR-task row of Table 1 from [19] does not appear to use the MWR
game after all. We estimated the sample size for [24] as one half of the hidden-information sample for each study,

representing the subjects in the self/other condition.



nitive factors that shape the perceived moral relevance of information. This review focuses on
how decision environments, rather than individual traits, moderate this behavior. By synthe-
sizing these contextual influences, we aim to advance understanding of the social and cognitive
mechanisms underlying willful ignorance and contribute to broader efforts in behavioral sci-
ence to explain heterogeneous responses across experimental settings [32, 33, 34]. We also hope
to inform decision-making regarding experimental methods as well as discussions about repro-
ducibility in social science.

We group the moderators of willful ignorance into three categories, shown in Figure 1,
based on current theoretical understanding. Section 2 covers well-established factors; Section 3
addresses plausible but not fully understood moderators; and Section 4 explores unexplained
variation. Section 5 outlines future research directions, including the roles of norms, choice

architecture, and cues that promote self-reflection or perceived scrutiny.

Moderators of
‘Willful Ignorance

Unexplained
Variation

Known and
Understood
Direct Price Effects

Indirect Moral Costs

Figure 2: Conceptual taxonomy of moderators influencing willful ignorance. Color indicates the-

oretical clarity: teal (well understood), violet (partially understood), and brown (unexplained).

2 Known and Understood Moderators

Several studies identify well-established moderators of willful ignorance, particularly related
to the cost of ignorance and belief protection. Direct price effects show that people are less
likely to avoid information when it is cheaper to acquire [17, 28] or when fairness is less costly
[30]. Indirect price effects emerge when the selfish choice is unlikely to harm others, reducing
the perceived moral cost of ignorance [21]. Time pressure increases the prevalence of willful
ignorance, consistent with it increasing self-serving behavior and reverting to default choices

[27]. Studies using instruments that differ from the basic MWR paradigm further establish how



information acquisition increases when it is less likely to reinforce a feeling of moral obligation
[35]. Together, these findings show that willful ignorance is shaped by incentives and information

in a predictable manner.

3 Poorly Understood Moderators

Even minor shifts in the decision environment can have a dramatic impact. Some moderators
are easy to describe or identify, but with an underlying psychological mechanism that is less
clear. We group them into five categories. More research is needed to understand the source of

these effects.
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Figure 3: Ignorance rates in Grossman [22] declined sharply as the default shifted from ignorance,

to active choice, to revealing. Source: Figure 1.

Choice Architecture: Defaults and Active vs. Passive choice

Defaults are known to affect choice [36], and Grossman [22] found striking defaults effects,
shown in Figure 3, as did Moyal and Schurr [37]. However, subjects readily overcome default
ignorance when it no longer serves as an excuse for selfish choices [17, 22]. Thus, ignorance

appears to be strategic, but its value as an excuse is undermined under active choice. Despite



this, high levels of ignorance can persist even when it must be chosen actively [23].

Evaluating options separately, as opposed to jointly, can lead to preference reversals [38]
and, indeed, Grossman et al. [26] found that having participants make their information and
allocation choices on separate screens (while retaining ignorance as the default) substantially
reduced ignorance, as shown in Figure 3. However, in Grossman [22], ignorance rates were nearly
identical across two versions of the MWR game—one with integrated screens (unpublished) and

one with separate screens (published)—despite differing implementations.
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Figure 4: Average ignorance rates from Grossman et al. [26], comparing integrated (single screen)

versus sequential (separate screens) information and outcome choices. Source: Figure 1b.

The precise mechanisms by which interface design shapes moral engagement—whether through
effort costs, attentional dynamics, or salience—remain open questions.

Norms and Beliefs About Others

People adjust their information-seeking behavior based on what they expect others to do or
consider acceptable. Soraperra et al. [29], Hua [39], and Spiekermann and Weiss [40] find that
normative expectations and belief feedback can reduce ignorance. However, these effects are

moderated by prior beliefs about transparency and social appropriateness, complicating efforts



to isolate the underlying psychological drivers—whether conformity, image concerns, or belief
updating.

Social Context

Mol, Soraperra, and van der Weele [25] and Soraperra et al. [29] show that third-parties—
whether through information provision or potential punishment—affect willful ignorance, even
when exposure is uncertain or unverifiable. However, attempts to avoid information are not
always deterred by the presence of third-party informers [26]. Bartling, Engl, and Weber [20]
demonstrate that ignorance can still buffer against blame, highlighting how its utility may
depend on how observers attribute responsibility. When and how the social context impacts
willful ignorance and social outcomes remain ripe areas for future research.

Contextual Framing and Moral Cues

Moral and institutional framing can shape information avoidance when responsibility or
consequences are made salient [41, 42, 43, 44]. While such cues can moderate willful ignorance,
not all framings are effective: corruption labels [45] and empathic cues [46, 47] show no impact,
suggesting that not all moral signals effectively reduce information avoidance. Furthermore,
Robbett, Walsh, and Matthews [48] find that ignorance enables greater selfishness toward co-
partisans, particularly among Republicans.

Cognitive Limitations

Not all ignorance is deliberate. Inattention, limited working memory, or myopic reasoning
may explain a sizable portion of ignorance choices [24, 49, 50]. These factors are difficult to
represent in standard economic models, leaving room for psychological approaches to provide

insights.

4 Unexplained Variation

A final class of studies reveals substantial variation in willful ignorance across contexts, without a
consistent set of explanatory moderators. Null effects are observed in Norwegian samples [51], in
donation settings [52], and in trust-based environments [53, 54], suggesting that the use of moral
wiggle room depends on social context and relational structure. Hua [39] finds that eliciting
beliefs about others dramatically reduces ignorance, though the mechanism remains unclear.

That study also reports that women were less responsive to norm cues under self-referential



framing, highlighting latent gender-framing interactions. Furthermore, researchers attempting
to study willful ignorance have found in pilot studies that minor changes in the wording of
elicitation prompts can have out-sized effects on information acquisition [26]. Together, these

findings point to cultural, psychological, and institutional factors that remain poorly understood.

5 Looking Ahead

Although many moderators of willful ignorance have been identified, they often operate jointly.
Norm sensitivity, social context, cognitive effort, and interface design may interact in ways that
complicate clean attribution. The same setting might prompt motivated reasoning for some,
and passive inattention for others. Identifying the conditions under which different channels
operate is essential for advancing our understanding of willful ignorance. This can help clarify
when it reflects motivated cognition, and when it arises from structural features or attentional
limits—each with distinct implications for moral disengagement in real-world settings. While for-
mal modeling has already yielded many insights, further progress will likely come from targeted
psychological manipulations and factorial designs that disentangle these overlapping influences
[55]. One approach of particular value would be to impose psychological manipulations of self-
awareness or the feeling of social scrutiny to better identify the mechanism underlying the large
default effects of [22].

The study of willful ignorance also reveals a more hopeful side of human behavior. People
are not uniformly averse to information and often seek it out when it doesn’t heighten moral
obligation [17, 22, 35, 40, 56]. In some cases, willful ignorance appears to serve moral aims.
Moradi [49] and Kandul and Ritov [57] show that some individuals avoid payoff information as a
commitment device for prosocial action—a form of cooperating without looking [58]. Yet, such
prosocial ignorance is rare and fragile, often vanishing with subtle shifts in framing or incentives.
More research is needed to better understand the conditions under which this kind of ignorance

is likely to arise and the mechanisms behind it.
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