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Abstract

The slippery slope effect refers to the tendency for an individual’ s level of
immorality to gradually intensify over time, meaning that immoral behavior
exhibits repetitiveness and progressive escalation. It is widely present both at
the individual level and in interpersonal interaction processes, affecting individ-
uals’ normal social interactions and even hindering the harmonious and healthy
development of society. Research approaches to the slippery slope effect in-
clude experimenter manipulation methods and spontaneous deception methods;
psychological mechanisms encompass moral disengagement, implicit bias, self-
dehumanization, among others; corresponding intervention measures involve
enhancing prevention-focused motivation and shaping positive descriptive so-
cial norms. Future research could further investigate the applicable scope of the
slippery slope effect, neural intervention approaches, and other aspects from the
perspectives of psychological processes and physiological mechanisms.
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Abstract
The slippery slope effect refers to the tendency for individuals’ degree of im-
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morality to intensify gradually over time, meaning that unethical behavior ex-
hibits both repetitive and progressive characteristics. This phenomenon exists
widely at both the individual level and in interpersonal interactions, affecting
normal social communication and even hindering the harmonious and healthy
development of society. Research methods for investigating the slippery slope
effect include experimenter manipulation and spontaneous deception, while its
psychological mechanisms encompass moral disengagement, implicit biases, and
self-dehumanization. Corresponding interventions involve enhancing prevention-
focused motivation and shaping positive descriptive social norms. Future re-
search should further explore the applicable scope of the slippery slope effect
and its neural intervention methods from the perspectives of psychological pro-
cesses and physiological mechanisms.

Keywords: slippery slope; moral disengagement; implicit biases; self-
dehumanization; prevention focus; descriptive social norms

During the Three Kingdoms period, Liu Bei admonished his descendants in his
will:  “Do not commit evil deeds, however small,” urging his son Liu Shan to cul-
tivate virtue and avoid minor transgressions, for accumulated small evils “could
bring disorder to the state.” In the Northern and Southern Dynasties, the Book
of the Later Han proposed the concept of “preventing gradual deterioration,”
arguing that erroneous thoughts or behaviors should be stopped promptly when
they first emerge to prevent their further development. Since ancient times, such
ideas of nipping problems in the bud have been passed down, and the notion
of preventing the escalation of unethical behavior has long been deeply rooted
in people’ s minds. Western researchers have termed this “tendency for uneth-
ical behavior to repeat and intensify” as the slippery slope effect, whereby
after an individual commits an unethical act, their moral level plummets like a
snowball rolling down a slope, becoming difficult to restrain.

As early as 1975, the slippery slope effect was manifested in Milgram’ s well-
known obedience experiment: under punitive instructions, participants gradu-
ally administered increasingly stronger electric shocks to innocent individuals,
eventually reaching lethal levels (Milgram, 1975). At that time, research focused
solely on authority obedience, and no one recognized the implicit slippery slope
effect. Later, researchers argued that one key feature of Milgram’s experimental
situation that led to high obedience rates was the incremental nature of shock
intensity (Burger, 2009). Had the shock instructions suddenly jumped from a
weak voltage to a lethal level, perhaps more participants would have refused to
carry out the harmful behavior.

In recent years, the slippery slope effect has entered the stage of empirical
research. Researchers both domestically and internationally have conducted in-
depth studies, continuously making new progress in exploring its psychological
and physiological mechanisms as well as preventive measures (BT, 2011; Gar-
rett, Lazzaro, Ariely, & Sharot, 2016; Tang et al., 2019; Welsh, Ordonez, Snyder,
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& Christian, 2015; Yin & Weber, 2019). This paper attempts to provide a sys-
tematic and comprehensive synthesis of the slippery slope effect, advocating for
a shift in moral research from single time points to a dynamic developmental per-
spective. We first outline the slippery slope effect, then summarize its research
methods, causes, and intervention strategies, and finally propose directions for
future research, hoping to provide reference for related studies and applications.

1. Concept and Research Overview of the Slippery Slope
Effect

The slippery slope effect refers to the tendency for individuals’unethical behavior
to be repetitive, with the degree of immorality gradually intensifying over time.
Similar to the process of small evils accumulating into major ones, it emphasizes
the repetitive and progressive nature of unethical behavior (Baron, Zhao & Miao,
2015; Lafollette, 2005; Welsh et al., 2015).

Early discussions of the slippery slope effect were primarily theoretical reviews
based on life experience, social issues, and previous viewpoints. Chinese adages
such as “A small hole not patched will become a big hole that causes suffering”
and “Prevent gradual deterioration” remind people to be vigilant of the first
signs of wrongdoing. Foreign scholar Schauer concluded from numerous real
legal cases that a seemingly innocuous act that initially appears not to violate
moral standards may subsequently lead to a chain of increasingly harmful similar
events (Schauer, 1985). Lafollette argued that if a less unethical act X occurs,
after a series of minute changes, a highly unethical act Y is likely to occur
(Lafollette, 2005). These perspectives all suggest that the slippery slope effect
is like boiling a frog in warm water—people fail to notice the slow changes in
their own unethical behavior, easily leading to catastrophe.

Recent research has introduced the slippery slope effect into the empirical do-
main. In domestic research, Zheng Qingin (2009) used event history analysis
with longitudinal data from 2000-2007 to examine information disclosure vio-
lations of listed companies, finding a high correlation between companies’ pre-
vious unethical behavior and the incidence of subsequent unethical behavior.
Chen Yinfei and Mao Ning (2011) employed experimental methods to study
the temporal changes in ethical judgment biases of corporate decision-makers,
showing that unethical behavior gradually worsens rather than suddenly inten-
sifying. Since then, domestic research in this area has not made much progress.
Meanwhile, foreign studies indicate that individuals are more likely to engage
in unethical behavior when rewards increase gradually rather than suddenly
(Welsh et al., 2015), and to accept others’ unethical behavior (Gino & Bazer-
man, 2009). The nature of unethical behavior becomes more serious over time
(Engelmann & Fehr, 2016). Recently, domestic scholars have begun to follow up,
using near-infrared spectroscopy and functional magnetic resonance imaging to
further explore the neural mechanisms of the slippery slope effect (Tang et al.,
2019; Yin et al., 2019).
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In summary, previous research shows that the slippery slope effect exists at both
the individual level and the interpersonal interaction level. At the individual
level, the moral slide occurs within the individual without affecting others. For
example, Welsh et al. demonstrated the existence of the individual-level slippery
slope effect, showing that participants’ deception amounts gradually increased
over time (Welsh et al., 2015). At the interpersonal interaction level, the slippery
slope effect easily emerges in interactions between people and between groups
(Ashforth & Anand, 2003; Courtois & Gendron, 2017). For instance, Gino et
al.” s research revealed the interpersonal-level slippery slope effect: when two
participants were collaborators and one engaged in increasingly serious unethical
behavior, the other gradually became involved as well (Gino et al., 2009). Volokh
proposed the intergroup-level slippery slope effect (Volokh, 2003), arguing that
it easily occurs between groups. Group polarization phenomena, where certain
deviant viewpoints or behaviors of some group members may eventually lead to
atrocities at the group level, exemplify this (Moscovici & Zavalloni, 1969).

When discussing the slippery slope effect, we must guard against the “slippery
slope fallacy.” This fallacy refers to the unreasonable use of a chain of causal re-
lationships, transforming all “possibilities” into “necessities” to draw conclusions
that some wish to prove. The logic of the slippery slope fallacy is: If A occurs,
then B will certainly occur, leading to C---and eventually causing serious conse-
quence Z. Therefore, A must absolutely not be allowed. This “if such-and-such
event occurs, then some bad thing will follow” argument is overly extreme and
one-sided. In understanding the slippery slope effect, we must avoid sweeping
generalizations, recognizing that it represents only a tendency, not a necessity.

In conclusion, unethical behavior has a tendency to change gradually over time,
a process that pushes people’ s unethical actions toward increasingly corrupt
states—this is called the slippery slope effect. Based on these characteristics, the
following section introduces research methods for studying this phenomenon.

2. Research Methods for the Slippery Slope Effect

Based on its repetitive and progressive nature, research methods for the slip-
pery slope effect have unique characteristics: with slight modifications to clas-
sic moral paradigms, the slippery slope effect in single-person or interpersonal
interaction modes can be effectively simulated. Currently, two major categories
of adapted methods have been used: first, the experimenter manipulation
method, which requires researchers to create both slippery slope and abrupt
change conditions; and second, the spontaneous deception method, which
requires no additional manipulation, only extending the number of rounds to
observe spontaneous changes in participants’ behavior.

2.1 Experimenter Manipulation Method

This method emerged in early research on the slippery slope effect (BRR%, 2011).
It typically manipulates task rewards or difficulty by creating “gradual change”
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and “abrupt change” conditions. The former represents the slippery slope con-
dition, where experimental rewards or difficulty stimuli change slowly and min-
imally; the latter represents the abrupt change condition, where rewards or
difficulty stimuli change suddenly and substantially. Both conditions have the
same number of experimental rounds. By comparing differences in unethical
behavior in the final round between the two conditions, researchers can demon-
strate the existence of the slippery slope effect. Below are two examples of this
method.

Task Reward Manipulation. The paper-and-pencil matrix task, developed
by Mazar, includes a test sheet with multiple number matrices, an answer sheet,
and an envelope containing participant payment. Participants are told they
will receive a certain amount of money for each matrix solved. They must
circle two numbers in each matrix that add up to 10, then write down the
number of matrices they solved correctly on the answer sheet. At the end
of the experiment, all participants are asked to throw their test sheets into a
box, submit only their answer sheets, and take the appropriate payment from
the envelope, returning the remainder (Mazar, Amir, & Ariely, 2008). This
procedure makes participants believe their true performance will not be known,
though researchers can determine whether they lied by matching answer sheets
with test sheets. In slippery slope research, researchers extend the task to three
rounds, with reward amounts set to increase gradually or suddenly. In the
slippery slope condition, rewards per matrix are $0.25, $1.00, and $2.50 across
the three rounds. In the abrupt reward condition, there is no reward in the
first two rounds, but participants receive $2.50 per matrix in the third round.
If cheating rates in the third round are significantly higher in the slippery slope
condition than in the abrupt condition, the slippery slope effect is confirmed
(Welsh et al., 2015). Similar adaptations have been made to perceptual tasks
and the corruption game (Kobis, van Prooijen, Righetti, & Van Lange, 2017).

Task Difficulty Manipulation. The mental math task requires participants
to solve ten addition and subtraction problems. Researchers inform partici-
pants that they must press the space bar when the task begins; otherwise, the
answer will appear on the screen after a few seconds. The computer automat-
ically checks whether participants cheat by taking shortcuts (Hippel, Lakin, &
Shakarchi, 2005). In slippery slope research, problem difficulty continuously
increases in the slippery slope condition, while remaining low until suddenly in-
creasing in the final round in the abrupt condition. If cheating in the final round
is significantly higher in the slippery slope condition, the effect is confirmed.

2.2 Spontaneous Deception Method

In this type of slippery slope research, researchers do not manipulate additional
variables but simply extend the number of rounds in classic paradigms to ob-
serve participants’ spontaneous deception. Existing adaptations are based on
classic moral paradigms, including single-player coin-tossing and dice-rolling
tasks without interaction partners, and two-party tasks with interaction part-
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ners (Fischbacher & Follmi-Heusi, 2013; Weisel & Shalvi, 2015). Single-player
spontaneous deception tasks are relatively easy to understand and manipulate
—for example, repeatedly tossing coins or rolling dice oneself, with different out-
comes corresponding to different monetary rewards, to examine participants’
lying trends (Henderson, Thoelen, Nadler, Barraza, & Nave, 2018). Two-party
spontaneous deception research methods are more complex but similarly involve
adapting classic paradigms to multiple rounds. Below is a frequently cited ex-
ample of the two-party task.

The two-party task involves two roles: an advisor and an estimator, who must
cooperate to solve a task estimating the number of coins in a jar. The advisor
sees a clear picture of the jar with a range of coin numbers, while the estimator
sees a blurry picture without a range. During the formal experiment, the advisor
must provide monetary advice to the estimator based on available information;
the estimator can accept or reject the advice and submit a final estimate. In
reality, the advisor is the real participant while the estimator is a confeder-
ate. Participants are randomly assigned to one of three conditions for unethical
behavior: “self-benefiting-other-benefiting,” “self-benefiting-other-harming,” or
“self-harming-other-benefiting.” In the “self-benefiting-other-benefiting” condi-
tion, the more the participant overestimates, the more both parties earn; in
the “self-benefiting-other-harming” condition, the more the participant overesti-
mates, the more they earn and the less the confederate earns; the “self-harming-
other-benefiting” condition is the opposite. Additionally, all participants have
an extra earning opportunity: after the experiment, they are asked to make an
accurate estimate of the coin amount in a jar shown earlier in the task and re-
ceive rewards based on accuracy (Cain, Loewenstein, & Moore, 2005), allowing
researchers to determine whether participants lied during the experiment. The
research focuses primarily on the “self-benefiting-other-harming” condition, find-
ing that in this “harm your partner for more rewards” situation, participants’
lying levels show an upward trend as game rounds increase.

In fact, most slippery slope research based on classic moral paradigms can ap-
proach the phenomenon from these two angles. For example, researchers could
also set up slippery slope and cliff conditions in the two-party task, where the
confederate advisor provides advice that deviates from the actual amount ei-
ther gradually or suddenly, and the real participant estimator chooses whether
to accept or reject the advice, examining participants’ acceptance of gradually
overestimated advice values across different patterns (Gino et al., 2009).

3. Causes of the Slippery Slope Effect

Over the past decades, scholars have continuously explored the internal causes
of the slippery slope effect, making considerable progress. Summarizing previ-
ous research, the psychological causes can be divided into two perspectives: the
bounded ethicality perspective and the adaptation perspective, each with dif-
ferent emphases. The bounded ethicality perspective frames the slippery slope
effect as a loss of reason, viewing it as a result of diminished rationality; the
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adaptation perspective leans toward emotion, considering it a result of sensory
and emotional adaptation. Below we elaborate on several psychological mecha-
nisms of the slippery slope effect.

3.1 Rationality: The Bounded Ethicality Perspective

Simon (1956) proposed the concept of bounded rationality, suggesting that hu-
man rationality lies between complete rationality and irrationality. When facing
moral conflicts, individuals’ rationality is similarly constrained and becomes de-
pleted—this is the bounded ethicality theory (Banaji, Bazerman, & Dolly,
2003; Rees, Tenbrunsel, & Bazerman, 2019). From this perspective, unethical
behavior is irrational, intuitive, and automatic, leading actors to be in an un-
conscious and irrational state when committing unethical acts. This state is the
core factor causing the slippery slope effect, as individuals do not perceive the
moral nature of their behavior during the process. According to domestic and
foreign scholars, causes of the slippery slope effect from this perspective include
moral disengagement, ego depletion, and implicit biases.

Moral Disengagement. Society demands that people follow moral values,
so individuals must constantly regulate the conflict between interests and their
own moral standards. They maintain a positive moral self-concept while allow-
ing themselves to commit minor moral transgressions (Moore, Detert, Trevino,
Baker, & Mayer, 2012). In other words, individuals tend to rationalize minor
moral errors, gaining benefits without being forced to negatively update their
moral self-concept (Gino et al., 2009; Mazar et al., 2008; Shalvi, Handgraaf,
& De Dreu, 2011). Over time, more and more moral transgressions are incor-
porated into the moral self-concept (Tenbrunsel & Messick, 2004). Eventually,
corruption becomes the norm (Ashforth et al., 2003).

This internal psychological process is called moral disengagement, through
which people develop motivated forgetting of their own unethical behavior (Shu,
Gino, & Bazerman, 2011). Previous research has shown that moral disengage-
ment can explain people’ s tendency to engage in various unethical behaviors,
such as aggression (Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara, & Pastorelli, 1996), de-
ception (Detert, Trevino, & Sweitzer, 2008), embezzlement (Moore, 2008), and
lying (Moore et al., 2012). This evidence indicates that as moral disengagement
increases, the range of actions individuals allow themselves to take expands,
making them particularly prone to “sliding further down the unethical slope”
(Tenbrunsel et al., 2004). This process has been demonstrated experimentally,
with moral disengagement serving as a mediator in the slippery slope effect
(Welsh et al., 2015).

Ego Depletion. Baumeister (1998) proposed ego depletion theory. Human
psychological energy is limited; when one repeatedly exerts self-control to resist
instincts and habits over a period, substantial psychological energy is consumed,
leading to temporarily decreased self-control capacity and resulting in ego de-
pletion (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Muraven, & Tice, 1998). Individuals in a
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state of ego depletion have lower self-control, tend toward shallow cognitive
processing, accept information consistent with existing concepts while ignoring
inconsistent information, and are more likely to engage in unethical behavior
(Fischer, Greitemeyer, & Frey, 2007). For example, sleep-deprived individuals
have reduced self-control, leading to increased unethical behavior (Barnes, Gu-
nia, & Wagner, 2015). Additionally, Kouchaki proposed the morning morality
effect, suggesting people are more moral in the morning (Kouchaki & Smith,
2014), with more unethical behavior occurring in the afternoon and a more pro-
nounced slippery slope effect (O’ Connell & Kouchaki, 2014). The reason is that
many things throughout the day consume our psychological energy, leading to
gradually weakened self-control (Hofmann, Meindl, Mooijman, & Graham, 2018;
Wilkowski et al., 2018). Psychological energy is depleted between repeated un-
ethical behaviors, making ego depletion one of the driving factors of the slippery
slope effect. Under continuous moral dilemmas, individuals’ mental capacity is
gradually consumed, leading to loss of reason, weakened self-control, and falling
into the moral slippery slope effect.

Implicit Biases. Implicit biases refer to individuals being unaware of their
own behavior, exhibiting an automatic state during moral judgment processes
that produces unintentional unethical behavior (Kern & Chugh, 2009). Our
moral decisions are influenced by systematic biases outside conscious awareness,
which make our thinking and decision-making processes more comprehensive
and holistic (Banaji et al., 2003). However, this also easily detaches our moral
decisions from rationality, falling into unconscious, automatic decision-making
states (Reynolds, 2006). This perspective suggests the slippery slope effect
is facilitated by automated cognition resulting from implicit biases. Implicit
biases make individuals unaware of unethical events before them, presenting
an automatic judgment state that constitutes an internal cause of the slippery
slope effect.

Tenbrunsel views the process of implicit biases as similar to the induction mech-
anism in mathematics: if the proposition holds for n=1 and n=m, it can be
deduced that the proposition also holds for n=m+1. This process resembles
the domino effect—proving that if any domino falls, the adjacent next domino
will also fall, leading to the conclusion that “all dominoes will fall.” Tenbrunsel
regards this induction mechanism as the internal process of the slippery slope
effect, believing people use past practices as a baseline for evaluating new prac-
tices. If our past behavior had no moral problems, then similar new behaviors
with only slight changes are likewise feasible. Implicit biases make it difficult
for people to notice differences between behaviors, causing behavior to slip into
irrational, automated states (Tenbrunsel et al., 2004).

Gino tested the role of implicit biases in the slippery slope effect. After par-
ticipants engaged in unethical behavior, they were asked to complete a word-
completion task. Due to implicit biases, people in the slippery slope condition
had more difficulty activating thoughts related to moral standards. For exam-
ple, when asked to complete the word “ch__ )" if they were aware they were
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cheating, they would be more likely to fill in “cheat” rather than “chime.” Re-
sults showed that participants in the slippery slope condition used significantly
fewer words related to deception and spent less time considering them than
those in the abrupt condition (Gino et al., 2009), indicating that implicit biases
make people less aware of the moral nature of behavioral differences, making it
progressively easier to engage in unethical behavior.

3.2 Emotion: The Adaptation Perspective

In addition to loss of reason, people in the slippery slope effect typically also
experience reduced emotional responses. To adapt to the psychological burden
brought by cognitive and emotional dissonance, the self-regulation system con-
tinuously adjusts cognition or emotion to achieve dynamic balance. During this
process, people experience changes in self-cognition and emotional numbness,
states that can trigger the escalation of unethical behavior and produce the slip-
pery slope effect. From the adaptation perspective, the psychological factors of
the slippery slope effect include ethical numbing and self-dehumanization.

Ethical Numbing. Ethical numbing can be said to be a result of adapta-
tion. On one hand, psychological research shows that repeated exposure leads
to desensitization: after repeatedly experiencing sadness or suffering, people’ s
emotions become numb, such that those who have experienced much suffering
are less sensitive to new pain. When repeatedly facing moral dilemmas, the
dullness resulting from adaptation causes people to engage in potentially more
unethical behavior—a process called ethical numbing (Bok, 1989). Ethical
numbing makes it difficult for people in new situations to notice the ethical
nature of behavior, leading to increasingly more unethical behavior. On the
other hand, previous research shows that committing unethical behavior typi-
cally produces negative emotions such as frustration or guilt (Kayyal, Pochedly,
McCarthy, & Russell, 2015). That is, lying is not easy, and the accompanying
unbearable emotional experiences make people stop unethical behavior, make
amends, or even self-punish (Regan, 1971; Yoel, Pizarro, Thomas, & Dan, 2013).
Garrett (2016) suggested that people fall into the slippery slope effect possibly
as a result of emotional adaptation. Functional magnetic resonance imaging
(fMRI) scans during the slippery slope process found that participants’ amyg-
dalae gradually became less active over time, and the amygdala is a crucial
brain region for negative emotions. Researchers thus speculated that repeated
lying leads to numbness in perceiving negative emotions, thereby producing the
slippery slope effect (Garrett et al., 2016).

Self-Dehumanization. Moral theories related to human nature suggest that
moral standards and moral emotions are unique human properties that distin-
guish us from animals (Haslam, 2006). Researchers typically describe the state
of easily violating moral standards or severely lacking moral reason and emotion
as “dehumanization,” initially used to describe brutal rulers during wartime. Re-
cently, researchers have begun focusing on self-dehumanization, referring to
a state in which individuals feel they lack humanity (Kouchaki, Dobson, Waytz,
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& Kteily, 2018; Yang, Jin, He, Fan, & Zhu, 2015). For example, after partici-
pants intentionally attacked or excluded others in video games, they exhibited
self-dehumanization, feeling less human (Bastian, Jetten, & Radke, 2012).

Kouchaki et al. revealed a bidirectional path between unethical behavior and
self-dehumanization across eight experiments, finding that they are mutually
causal. That is, after unethical behavior, people feel their humanity is less
than normal, leading to self-dehumanization. Conversely, the result of self-
dehumanization subsequently triggers further unethical behavior, creating a
downward spiral (Kouchaki et al., 2018) that causes increasingly severe unethi-
cal behavior and produces the slippery slope effect. Therefore, to some extent,
self-dehumanization helps explain the slippery slope effect of unethical behavior.

People who hold self-dehumanization beliefs (such as criminals) may continue
down the path of immorality, making solutions that restore human emotions cru-
cial. Eliminating self-dehumanization makes people believe they are complete
individuals, motivating them to play social roles that conform to moral rules.
Previous research shows that negative news in the moral domain can intensify
people’ s unethical behavior (Yao & Yu, 2016). If media focus not on correcting
wrongdoing by unethical individuals but on emphasizing this dehumanization
(for example, comparing capitalists to vampires), it may cause these individuals
to deepen their dehumanization beliefs and subsequently produce more unethi-
cal behavior.

4. Interventions for the Slippery Slope Effect

Targeting the external behavioral manifestation of the slippery slope effect—
“small evils gradually escalating into major evils” —and its internal psycholog-
ical causes of declining rational and emotional levels, research shows that ef-
fective interventions can be implemented from two aspects. First, activating
prevention-focused motivation to control the source of unethical behavior and
awaken subsequent rationality and emotions. Second, disseminating positive
descriptive social norms, so that even when people temporarily fall into the
irrational, unconscious, automated state of the slippery slope effect, they can
promptly adjust their misconduct due to a good group moral atmosphere.

4.1 Prevention-Focused Motivation

In moral decision-making, people with different motivations act differently. Reg-
ulatory focus theory suggests that individuals with a promotion focus have a
risk-seeking tendency and actively pursue goals, while those with a prevention
focus have a vigilant tendency, striving to avoid failures and errors and focus-
ing more on fulfilling personal responsibilities and obligations (Higgins, 1987).
Prevention focus can reactivate self-regulation processes to prevent internal fac-
tors like moral disengagement from relaxing one’ s moral standards. Even when
unethical behavior is trivial, prevention-focused individuals are more cautious
in decision-making. This vigilance can help people avoid or promptly escape
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irrational, unconscious, and automated states.

Research shows that activating prevention-focused motivation can reduce the
slippery slope effect from its source. Gino found across four studies that
prevention-focused individuals avoid risks, are more cautious when reporting
performance, and engage in less unethical behavior (Gino et al., 2009). Manip-
ulation of prevention focus typically begins before the formal experiment (Li
et al., 2011; Welsh et al., 2015). First, the prevention focus group is presented
with prevention-related words (e.g., safety, vigilance, prevention), while the
control group receives neutral words. Next, prevention focus participants
write about outcomes they most want to avoid and strategies to prevent those
consequences, while control participants describe work or life scenarios. In the
final minutes of the priming task, participants are asked to continuously feel
fear and consider upcoming challenges. Results show that prevention focus
participants engage in significantly less unethical behavior than controls and
do not exhibit the slippery slope effect.

Bazerman argued that when unethical behavior develops gradually, the slippery
slope effect dampens our awareness. Therefore, even trivial violations should be
met with vigilance and immediate adjustment (Bazerman & Tenbrunsel, 2011).
Enhancing prevention focus helps people maintain a morally sound status quo
and is an effective method for controlling initial unethical behavior and detecting
and adjusting subsequent behavior. Thus, even minor unethical behavior should
be corrected and warned against on the spot. This can help people reactivate
the reason and negative emotions gradually lost due to moral disengagement,
restoring them to normal levels.

4.2 Descriptive Social Norms

Previous research on the slippery slope effect has focused primarily on individual
behavioral change, but people do not live in a vacuum—their behavior is largely
influenced by groups and society. While the slippery slope effect plunges people
into irrational, emotionally numb, and automated states, it also amplifies group
influence. The “conformity effect” that emerges at this moment is extremely
critical and dangerous: good group moral norms can promptly guide people
back on track, while the absence of good group moral norms can easily lead to
large-scale “moral landslides.”

People’ s behavior is influenced by social norm information. Currently, there
are two types of norms: descriptive norms and injunctive norms (Cialdini,
Reno, & Kallgren, 1990). Descriptive social norms convey information about
what most people choose to do in a given situation, referring to “normal”’behavior
in that context; injunctive norms present prohibitive attitudes toward an event
in current culture, reflecting a moral belief that “something should not be done.”
Because descriptive social norms are easier to manipulate, they have become
researchers’ preferred choice. Studies show that using positive descriptive social
norms can effectively reduce unethical behavior. Kobis found in research on
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official corruption that information about “the prevalence of bribery” greatly
influenced participants’subsequent decisions to engage in bribery. The researcher
thus pointed out that conveying positive descriptive social norms is one of the
most effective means of reducing corruption, suggesting that information about
most people’ s choices can become a force influencing participants’ unethical
behavior (Kobis et al., 2017). This demonstrates that disseminating positive,
active descriptive social norms can effectively reduce the slippery slope effect
and shape a good moral environment.

Today, media and the internet are the primary channels for disseminating de-
scriptive social norms, while in-groups such as enterprises and schools are the
most effective pathways. On one hand, increasing the promotion of descriptive
social norms with good moral qualities and being cautious in reporting negative
events helps improve citizens’ moral levels. On the other hand, organizations
like enterprises or schools must consider whether they have deeply rooted moral
cultures, whether unethical behavior has clear definition standards, and must
eliminate or promptly correct unhealthy tendencies to establish high-quality
descriptive moral norms. In short, because people tend to obey social norms,
clear social moral norms should be established from the beginning, with explicit
regulations and role models, so that people will maintain morality in the future.

5. Conclusion and Future Research Directions

Although recent explorations of the internal mechanisms and preventive mea-
sures of the slippery slope effect have yielded initial results, empirical research
remains in a preliminary stage of development. Recently, some scholars have
even questioned the existence of the slippery slope effect and proposed the
steep-cliff metaphor (Kobis et al., 2017). They argue that people, motivated
to maintain a good self-image, will not yield to small benefits to avoid the
tension and stress brought by repeated unethical behavior (Teper, Inzlicht, &
Page-Gould, 2011). Ounly extremely tempting benefits can overwhelm people’ s
will (Francesca & Dan, 2012), like suddenly jumping off an extremely unethi-
cal steep cliff. This view breaks traditional notions, and future research could
start from this contradiction to explore the respective applicable scopes and key
boundary conditions of the slippery slope and steep-cliff metaphors. Addition-
ally, there remains much room for exploration in research on the psychological
and neural mechanisms of the slippery slope effect, with potential entry points
described below.

5.1 Broadening Psychological Process Research on the Slippery Slope
Effect

Overall, while some psychological mechanisms of the slippery slope effect have
been confirmed, unexplored areas require continued investigation. Directions for
inquiry include the subsequent trajectory of the slippery slope effect, empirical
verification of internal causes, and its applicable scope. Future research should
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focus on the temporal continuation effects of unethical behavior to deepen un-
derstanding of how unethical behavior changes over time. Specific approaches
include:

First, investigating whether there are critical values or nodes in the slippery
slope effect where people make completely different moral choices on either side.
For example, Effron et al. found that time urgency affects the slippery slope
process: near submission deadlines, participants’ cheating rates rose sharply,
while in unexpectedly extended time, cheating rates fell dramatically (Effron,
Bryan, & Keith, 2015). Does the slippery slope effect thus depend on time
urgency? Additionally, Nobel laureate Simon proposed the satisficing principle
in decision-making: when pursuing benefits, people tend to follow a principle
of satisfaction, stopping once they reach their expected gains rather than max-
imizing benefits (Simon, 1978). Since the slippery slope effect is mostly linked
to monetary benefits, will it persist when monetary gains reach participants’
satisfaction levels? Future research could explore critical points of the slippery
slope effect from angles such as time properties and satisfaction, using relevant
paradigms.

Second, current research on internal causes of the slippery slope effect has emo-
tional adaptation remaining at the level of discussion and speculation. Subse-
quent research could indirectly examine emotional effects by investigating the
degree of individual consciousness awakening, as emotional adaptation is typ-
ically accompanied by reduced consciousness awakening. Alternatively, com-
bining implicit and explicit emotion measures, researchers could insert easy-to-
understand, quick, and efficient emotion tests between task rounds for immedi-
ate detection. For example, implicit emotion measurement could use Huntsinger
et al.” s (2009) information processing style test: if participants focus on the
whole, they are in a neutral or positive emotional state; if they focus on parts,
they are in a negative emotional state (Huntsinger, Lun, Sinclair, & Clore, 2009).
Explicit emotion is typically self-reported, such as Russell’ s affect grid, which
is sensitive to participants’ emotional changes and does not cause fatigue with
repeated use (Russell, Weiss, & Mendelsohn, 1989).

Third, will unethical behavior in one domain that shows a slippery slope pattern
spread to other domains? For example, an employee who gradually becomes &tk
BT (negative and lazy) might commit more work-unrelated unethical behaviors,
such as taking office supplies home or spitting on the ground. Investigating
whether unethical behavior in individuals’ lives spreads to their work and study
contexts with gradually intensifying trends is also an interesting topic. This
could be examined by setting up two unrelated tasks in an experiment to observe
whether unethical behavior in one task continues and escalates in another.

Fourth, while individual-level research has achieved certain results, interpersonal-
level moral slippery slope research remains to be explored. Current
interpersonal-level slippery slope research uses the two-party task and
finds that people become increasingly likely to accept others’ unethical behavior
(Gino et al., 2009). However, this research has limitations: the participant
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as a bystander is not the initiator of unethical behavior and does not bear
responsibility for it. Future research should exclude the influence of diffusion
of responsibility and make further improvements. Intergroup-level research
remains at the theoretical level (Volokh, 2003) and has not yet been empirically
tested. Given that interpersonal-level slippery slope effects involve immoral
contagion (Tapp & Occhipinti, 2016) and that moral levels have a gradually
decreasing tendency during transmission, future researchers could combine im-
moral contagion theories to improve and expand interpersonal-level, especially
intergroup-level, slippery slope research.

5.2 Deepening Neural Mechanism Research on the Slippery Slope
Effect

In recent years, researchers have begun investigating the neural mechanisms
of the slippery slope effect. Garrett first used fMRI to examine these mecha-
nisms, opening the neurological domain of slippery slope research (Engelmann
et al., 2016). However, this study had too few participants and fMRI" s tem-
poral resolution was insufficient. Future research could combine fMRI with
EEG (electroencephalography), which has stronger temporal resolution, along
with participants’ subjective reports, to reveal comprehensive psychological and
physiological changes.

Following Garrett, researchers have continued exploring neural mechanisms of
the slippery slope effect (Liu et al., 2019; Tang et al., 2019). For example, Liu et
al. (2019) combined computational modeling with fMRI and used intranasal oxy-
tocin to intervene in the slippery slope effect. Tang et al. (2019) used functional
near-infrared spectroscopy (fNIRS) to detect the slippery slope effect, record-
ing brain activity in the right dIPFC and r'TPJ. Building on existing research,
future neural mechanism studies could advance in the following ways.

First, slippery slope research could be extended to neural network interactions.
Researchers have long proposed that unethical behavior should not be studied
by focusing only on specific brain regions (Ganis, Kosslyn, Stose, Thompson,
& Yurgelun-Todd, 2003). Both dorsolateral and dorsomedial prefrontal cortices
are important nodes involved in evaluating moral severity (Baumgartner, Fis-
chbacher, Feierabend, Lutz, & Fehr, 2009; Dogan et al., 2016). Research shows
that signals from the amygdala to the broader moral-related network gradu-
ally weaken during adaptation to unethical situations, and this entire network
may be related to the slippery slope effect (Bartra, Mcguire, & Kable, 2013).
Therefore, future research should examine whether the slippery slope effect is
accompanied by changes in certain neural networks.

Second, serotonin could be used to investigate emotional adaptation in the
slippery slope effect. Serotonin, also known as 5-hydroxytryptamine, is an in-
hibitory neurotransmitter believed to be related to emotional inhibition, reduc-
ing negative emotions generated by the amygdala in response to unethical behav-
ior (Murphy, Norbury, Sullivan, Cowen, & Harmer, 2009). In the moral slippery
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slope effect, researchers could observe whether serotonin secretion increases or
temporarily promote serotonin transmission with medication to observe whether
it enhances the slippery slope effect.

Third, because people wish to maintain a good moral self-image, deception
typically causes physical and mental conflict (Eisenberg, 2000). In addition
to the internal psychological causes summarized in this paper, this also causes
certain physiological or behavioral changes in participants. Future research
could use polygraphs or video recording in experiments to examine participants’
physiological changes or variations in expressions and body posture to indirectly
infer their psychological states.

Fourth, regulating cerebral cortical neurons could help suppress or interrupt
the slippery slope effect. For example, transcranial direct current stimulation
(tDCS), a non-invasive brain neuromodulation technology using electrical sig-
nals, could be used to intervene in the slippery slope effect. Although researchers
have used tDCS to explore causal effects on the brain mechanisms of the slip-
pery slope effect, the brain regions they stimulated were inconsistent, namely
rTPJ (Noguchi & Oizumi, 2018) and dIPFC (Marechal, Cohn, Ugazio, & Ruff,
2017). Based on existing moral research, directly stimulating a single brain
region cannot encompass all areas that may function under the slippery slope
effect. For instance, previous research also shows that under tDCS, enhanced
mPFC activity can similarly awaken participants’ moral sense and emotional
responses (Yuan et al., 2017). Therefore, future research could successively use
fMRI and tDCS within the same study to systematically explore causal relation-
ships between the slippery slope effect and certain brain regions.
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