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Abstract Social psychologists have evidence that evaluative feedback on others’ choices
sometimes has unwelcome negative effects on hearers’ motivation. Holroyd’s article
(Holroyd J. Ethical Theory Moral Pract 10:267–278, 2007) draws attention to one such
result, the undermining effect, that should help to challenge moral philosophers’
complacency about blame and praise. The cause for concern is actually greater than she
indicates, both because there are multiple kinds of negative effect on hearer motivation, and
because these are not, as she hopes, reliably counteracted by implicit features of praise and
blame. The communicative ideal that she articulates does point us in the right direction, but
it requires further elaboration. Once it is spelled out, we find that realizing this ideal, in
light of the empirical research, requires rethinking the role of verdict-like judgments within
moral feedback.
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Most moral philosophers seem to be complacent about the workings of praise and blame.
We commonly use terms such as “wrong” and “blameworthy” interchangeably, and take
discovery of someone’s blameworthy (or praiseworthy) behavior as sufficient grounds for
blaming (or praising). Social psychologists are likely to demur. The effects of praise, blame,
and other social responses are complex. The practical consequences of an evaluative
interaction depend not only on the fit between a moral claim and the character or action it
concerns, but also on situational details, including who evaluates and how. Researchers are
apt to insist that the wisdom of initiating a particular critical response cannot be determined
in abstraction from its likely effects.

Unfortunately, some moral philosophers have acquired a distaste for worrying about
effects, perhaps drawn to a version of Strawson’s view (1974) that expressive

Ethic Theory Moral Prac (2008) 11:407–423
DOI 10.1007/s10677-008-9116-8

E. Springer (*)
Philosophy Department, Wesleyan University, 350 High Street, Middletown, CT 06459, USA
e-mail: espringer@wesleyan.edu



“participation” in moral attitudes is distinct from an “objective” interest in behavioral
results. They are understandably wary of consulting the relevant social psychological
literature for guidance in ordinary interactions. Much of that literature caters more or less
directly to institutional and commercial applications, focusing on behavior management and
persuasion. Recoiling against such engineering of compliance, these philosophers urge a
renewed focus on justified claims and the appropriate expression of attitudes, such as praise
and blame.

Jules Holroyd’s recent article in this journal (2007) begins by shaking our complacency
about praise and blame, insisting that moral philosophers not just outline the basis of moral
judgment, but also learn and reflect on what actually happens in interactions of moral
criticism. In particular, what might it serve to communicate, and—in practice—how well?
Holroyd’s piece combines this philosophical challenge with a reassurance that when we
take up this challenge, we’ll find that familiar practices of praise and blame do not in fact
need much revision. I will embrace this challenge, and argue against the reassurance. Praise
and blame should no longer, I argue, stand as the centerpiece of morally critical feedback.

Empirical attention to how praise and blame function requires listening to social
psychologists. Deci and Ryan (1985), for example, assert that direct critical feedback
sometimes tends to undermine hearers’ motivation.1 What might such results imply for the
domain of moral criticism? Specifically, Holroyd asks, could some “acts of moral
appraisal”—by which she means expressions of praise and blame directly toward those
whom they concern—have a negative effect on hearers’ motivation to follow moral norms?2

Such negative effects would be unacceptable on her account. Yet her own conclusion, after
reviewing the evidence and reflecting on the nature of moral appraisal, is that we need not
expect praise and blame to be vulnerable to this undermining effect after all. These forms of
moral address, she argues, implicitly endorse the hearer’s moral status and competence, and
such positive messages serve to prevent negative effects on hearer motivation.

This optimistic conclusion might deserve consideration as an empirical hypothesis. Yet
the hypothesis is open to doubt from the beginning. In the relevant body of empirical
research, we find multiple ways hearers’ motivation can become complicated or
compromised by critical encounters. Some such phenomena—especially varieties of
opposition and ambivalence illuminated by reactance theory—remain unaddressed by
Holroyd’s main line of argument. Practices of praise and blame deserve further scrutiny in
light of these.

1 Holroyd’s term is “moral appraisal”, but I emphasze “feedback” to clarify our focus here on critical
messages intended in good faith for the agent, as opposed to evaluative comments intended to express
solidarity with a victim, or to give notice to others about someone's character, etc. Our concern, furthermore,
is just with unsolicited moral feedback, since the empirical research in question does not involve cases in
which subjects have taken the initiative in seeking out critical feedback or advice. Presumably, fewer risks
attend feedback that is explicitly or implicitly sought out.
2 Though Holroyd refers several times to “moral motivation,” her main concerns are minimally related to
philosophical debates over whether “moral motivation” is a distinctive kind of motivation springing directly
from moral belief. On any view short of extreme Socratic internalism—on which real moral knowledge
trumps other factors and suffices to settle a person’s intentions—factors besides moral belief affect the
strength of a person’s motivation in actual circumstances. The negative effects on motivation discussed by
social psychologists presumably affect overall motivation to comply with a particular norm only by affecting
motivational factors other than the supposedly stable internalist kind of reason—“just because it’s right.”
Some philosophers might prefer to say, then, that the issue is whether feedback can undermine non-moral
aspects of a hearer’s motivation to follow moral norms. While I think it is reasonable to speak of a person’s
motivation as more or less attuned to specific moral concerns, I see no neat line separating moral and non-
moral kinds of motivation.
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Despite her reassuring acquittal of familiar reactive attitudes, Holroyd sets high
expectations for moral critics with a “communicative conception” of moral feedback, an
alternative to both regulative (“consequentialist”) and expressive (“evaluative”) concep-
tions. It is in virtue of its communicative function, on her view, that even blame “affirm[s]
the status and competence of the appraised.” Developing a communicative ideal for moral
criticism points us in the right direction. To take a communicative approach seriously,
though, means not just specifying how positive information is already implicit in
expressions of blame, but showing how the very task of criticism requires speakers to
attend to how hearers actually understand them. The empirical research suggests that,
regardless of whether speakers intend them this way, verdict-based expressions such as
praise and blame are likely to come across as attempts at control—and hence to complicate
motivation. Once moral critics become empirically attuned to this risk, they must question
when and whether moral appraisals belong at the center of moral feedback. The overall
moral attunement of hearers, and indeed that of critics themselves, may be better promoted
by leaving verdict-like appraisals in the margins of most moral feedback.

1 Research on Feedback and ’Intrinsic’ Motivation

Social psychologists have observed that some ways of attempting to reinforce behavior,
including some kinds of verbal feedback, have counterintuitive effects. An experimenter
typically places participants into conditions of either hearing or not hearing unsolicited
feedback on an apparently engaging task or activity, and then follows them into another
situation in which participants may choose spontaneously whether or not to resume the
activity in question. Certain expectation-based evaluations make experimental subjects less
likely to resume the activity, and more likely than control subjects to act passively if they do
resume. Evaluated subjects also subsequently indicate less interest according to verbal self-
reports. The most surprising and most contested claim within this body of research is that
motivation can be undermined not only by receiving negative feedback, but also by
receiving rewards and praise.3

Multiple mechanisms have been advanced to account for how feedback can undermine
or complicate motivation, and motivation admits of many models. Thus a single reference
to “the undermining effect” is liable to mislead. At least three social-psychological
mechanisms may interfere with motivated uptake of moral criticism. Two of them
presuppose a simple distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation; the third is more
complex.

Holroyd’s discussion foregrounds research by Deci and Ryan, in whose publications the
“undermining effect” is named as such. Deci and Ryan argue that robust motivation (which
they call “intrinsic” motivation) depends upon feeling both competent and autonomous.
Accordingly, evaluative feedback can backfire if it leaves a hearer feeling either less
competent or less autonomous with respect to the kinds of choice at issue (Ryan 1982). We
can articulate the first and least complex kind of undermining effect as occurring when

3 See, for example, Birch et al 1984 for an early study focused on backfiring praise; researchers concur,
however, that praise undermines motivation in fairly limited circumstances. Claims about the detrimental
effects of tangible rewards and incentives (Grant 2006) have inspired controversy—see Eisenberger and
Cameron 1996, and a 2001 exchange in the Review of Educational Research (Deci, Ryan and Koestner 2001;
Cameron 2001). At any rate, the controversy over the impact of rewards is not central to our inquiry here.
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hearers experience discouragement and withdraw from some of the efforts associated with
an activity. I will treat the implications for moral criticism as relatively straightforward.

Following Deci and Ryan’s logic, feedback that compromises a hearer’s sense of
autonomy risks a second kind of undermining, which we might call alienation from others’
expectations. Hearers may cease identifying with norms, as if compliance were merely an
instrumentally prudent going-through of motions. Deci and Ryan clearly believe, for
example, that the constant emphasis on grades within conventional schooling methods
serves in this way to alienate even high-achieving students from their motivation to learn.
According to their Cognitive Evaluation Theory, many students internalize a self-
understanding on which their performance is better explained by pressures and incentives
than by a more direct interest in the topics of school lessons. Students may still be
motivated extrinsically.4 Yet if Deci and Ryan are correct, an institutional regime of carrots
and sticks tends to produces graduates lacking authentic engagement with the satisfactions
of learning.

Such alienation phenomena, if this research is sound, would also seem relevant to moral
criticism. Evaluative pressure, Deci and Ryan suggest, changes the “perceived locus of
causality,” making compliance seem driven by forces outside the self. The impression
of having been pushed by someone’s expression of moral judgment, even when the content
of the judgment seems plausible, might make it more difficult to experience a compliant
choice, and its associated concerns, as fully one’s own. People who experience morality as
a field of such external demands, and who internalize expectations only in order to plan and
anticipate others’ reactions, are presumably less invested in exploring its details and
contributing to the development of moral practices. Although they may continue to comply
with many ordinary norms, alienated people tend to focus upon simple and predictable rules
by which to secure approval and avoid sanction, hence failing to attend to moral complexity
and creative solutions to moral problems. (Pittman, Emery, and Boggiano 1982)

2 Feedback and Reactance Research

In offering discouragement and alienation as explanations of the undermining effect, Deci
and Ryan posit motivational states as individual internal variables that may be shaped by
social interactions. They interpret choices along a continuum between those that are
expressive of an individual’s authentic or spontaneous values and those that mark
instrumental moves in pursuit of her other objectives. By contrast, the third sort of
undermining effect emerges out of an essentially social and dialogical dimension of action,
and hence of motivation. Encounters with forms of social pressure do not simply affect
what we believe about our level of autonomy; they create new challenges for how we will
present ourselves, and social self-presentations are the very means by which we continually
come to understand ourselves. Such encounters can thus radically affect how we
subsequently perceive and act.

That some of our action is dialogical in just such a way is implied by what social
psychologists call anticonformity effects. These are in evidence when a hearer responds
oppositionally to an expressed expectation or message despite having no prior disagreement
with its content (Nail et al 2000). The most relevant kind of anticonformity involves the
mechanism of psychological reactance (Brehm and Brehm 1981). In reactance scenarios,

4 Extrinsic motivation may be too simply modeled by Deci and Ryan, however. The potential intersection of
approach and avoidance motivations is discussed by Covington and Müeller 2001.
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people tend to show exaggerated interest in options that are endangered, regardless of the
options’ prior apparent value. Such assertion is especially pronounced when it is another
person’s overt influence that seems to threaten one’s range of options. (Baer et al 1980,
Dillard & Pfau 2002). In other words, targets of social pressure may meet those efforts not
just with indifference, but with outright opposition—a “boomerang effect”. Taking some
step away from conformity is one way a hearer might make it clear, to herself as much as to
others, that she does not simply give in to social pressure. Reactant choices are “strategic”
in the sense that they spring from what might be called ulterior motives, but they differ
from what Deci and Ryan present as paradigmatic cases of extrinsic motivation. For their
ulterior motive is not some result to be secured by means of one’s agency, but rather to
count as an agent. Reactant agents, unlike alienated ones, have not given up on their
autonomy; rather, their oppositional reaction is a way of animating autonomy when it seems
to be threatened. For example, if a smoker responds to apparently disparaging pressure to
quit by mounting even greater enthusiasm for cigarettes, a habit that he might previously
have considered dropping becomes bound up with his self-concept as an agent.

On a superficial reading, reactance phenomena take place at the level of action rather
than motivation: responding oppositionally in a given encounter does not necessarily
indicate a shift in internal values or commitments. Yet studies on cognitive dissonance
show that people adjust their beliefs, desires, and self-conceptions to align better with what
they have done. Furthermore, the oppositional attitude associated with reactance is often
unconscious and inarticulate; we should not be overly naïve in expecting reactance to be
neatly confined to the immediate context of an unwelcome criticism. Once reactance is
provoked, hearers tend to discount the very credibility of the message with which they are
being addressed; hence agents often understand their own reactant choices as justified on
objective grounds (Silvia 2006).

Reactance effects might seem to reflect poorly on those who exhibit them. Freud and
Nietzsche, for example, present what they call “counterwill” as an essentially immature and
heteronomous tendency. Of course, if we really do care about the likely effects of critical
practices, then critics cannot simply be content to write off predictable damage to
motivation as due to hearers’ moral flaws. At any rate, we should not hastily dismiss all
reactance as immaturity: the vice of defensiveness is hard to disentangle from a resilient
sort of assertiveness. Reactance is the social psychologists’ laboratory analogue of a
Hegelian struggle for recognition; it amounts to an attempt to “turn the critical tables,” and
it’s not clear that our moral climate would, on the whole, be better off without such
attempts. For anyone whose moral claims have gone unrecognized, the glare of critical
scrutiny may be the closest thing to a spotlight of attention in which to present orthogonal
complaints.

It also turns out that individuals differ in their tendency to perceive and oppose social
pressure. High scores on diagnostic instruments such as the Therapeutic Reactance Scale
may even correlate with membership in socially disparaged and marginalized categories.5

This should not surprise moral philosophers, especially in the light of work by feminist
moral theorists such as Diana Meyers, who argue that effective mobilization against
culturally-pervasive oppression is enhanced if some sufferers embody emotional disposi-
tions that are bound to seem unbalanced—“beset by hypersensitivity, paranoia, anger, and
bitterness” (Meyers 1997). A tendency to field moral feedback with suspicion—especially
in certain domains and interactions—might turn out, then, to be a form of moral luck at the

5 See, for example, Kast and Connor 1988 on sex differences in response to “controlling” styles of feedback
and Woller et al 2007 on reactance and racial identity.
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level of character (Card 1996). Such a trait may have both admirable and vicious facets, and
it may both mark and exacerbate social misunderstandings.

Clear reactance effects are manifest in outright refusal to comply with critics’ expectations.
However, we might expect subtler forms of reactance to co-exist alongside other motivational
factors. Some cases that Deci and Ryan would interpret in terms of weakened intrinsic
motivation (via the cognitive inference that one’s autonomy is irrelevant) may in fact involve
the ambivalent combination of reactance and positive motivation.

3 The Urgency of Moral Feedback

Let us consider an example of the interaction of undermining effects following moral
criticism. Suppose I am told that I acted wrongly by, say, indulging one of my expensive
vices rather than putting more resources into charity (or activism, or paying off old debts). I
may well find myself both discouraged about my self-discipline and caught up in a storm of
anxious or defensive emotions. Much depends, of course, on who attempts this criticism,
and in what way. Yet it would not be surprising if, at the end of the day, I come to dwell
more on the apparent effrontery of the critic than on the best use of my money and time,
even if I have always cared about the very matters over which I’m taken to task. We need
not say that the criticism leaves me with less “moral motivation” (if this be one kind of
stuff) than before; we could equally say that the critic has unwittingly awakened some
competing moral concerns: a moral interest in being recognized fairly, or a moral impulse to
address some matter that would otherwise go unacknowledged.

Even if I admit the initial criticism is fair, preoccupation with how I have been judged
might prompt thoughtless overcompensation, withdrawal from social scrutiny, or rehearsals
of self-vindication. We do well to think of moral motivation not just as a sort of inner
willful affirmation of commitment to moral concerns, but as the quality and effective focus
of attention on particular moral concerns. The critical encounter described above shifts my
thoughts and feelings toward the pattern Nicholls (1984) calls “ego-involved”, rather than
“task-involved.” As a result, my effective motivation to contribute to charity (etc.)—
meaning the degree to which I am attuned to it as a priority and take initiative to think
constructively about my practical relation to it—does indeed suffer.

Unfortunately, the very thing that generally makes moral feedback so important compared to
other kinds of social feedback—namely, that it highlights how others have a stake in what the
hearer is doing—also renders it difficult for moral critics to make straightforward use of the
advice offered by Deci and Ryan about how not to undermine motivation.

Deci and Ryan (2000) suggest that educators, parents, and others can avoid triggering
the undermining effect by attending to the difference between “controlling” (undermining)
and “informational” (helpful) aspects of feedback. Their studies have typically involved
activities such as puzzle-solving and painting, where would-be critics can reasonably step
back from preoccupations about outcome and offer richly qualitative observations about a
participant’s activity. Koestner et al (1984) expect teachers and other adults to discover that
highly textured informational feedback, rather than “thin” evaluative praise or blame,
fosters children’s “internal” or authentic motivation. In commenting on a painting, for
example, we should notice the details of a particular effort—how carefully the colors were
mixed, how bold the shapes, or how cozy the house looks—without needing to say that it is
good or bad as a painting or that the child is good or bad as a painter. It’s a refreshing ideal
that children should discover their level of interest in activities like painting independently
of any anxiety to please us.

412 E. Springer



Yet moral feedback—at least when it is prompted by urgent concerns—does not fit
comfortably with any neat distinction between offering information and attempting control.
When someone commits a blunder out of innocent ignorance, then a simple bit of
information, sotto voce, is all we need—but we’re reluctant to think of such cases as moral
failures. At any rate, that’s not the kind of case that presents the real challenges for would-
be critics. Nor is moral feedback only a matter of sparking a hearer’s pre-existing intuitions.
Kant’s hope was that moral lessons could be brought home with hypothetical and
impersonal examples. Alas, poor judgment and failures of moral salience will not budge in
response to roundabout casuistry if hearers continue to apply moral principles by the light
of their own judgments and perceptions. Many people oppose racial bias, for example,
while remaining quite incorrectly certain of their freedom from it.6 So the development of a
person’s moral sensitivity may depend on more direct critical confrontation. Moral
feedback does make a kind of demand, and it often requires an urgent tone. Moral critics
do seek to make a difference to how hearers proceed. Yet we also wish for hearers to retain
the motivational quality that tends to go along with the sense of autonomy.

How can moral feedback be shaped so as to prompt hearers’ motivation and agency
without inviting undermining effects? This is a difficult and pressing question at the junction
of moral philosophy and social psychology. Greater attention to the whole communicative
transaction of moral criticism, including its uptake and empirical effects, deserves
philosophical attention. To clarify the significance of relevant empirical phenomena, we also
need to reflect well on the purposes with which we initiate moral criticism.

4 The Point of Moral Feedback

We have just noted that the point of moral feedback is not identical to the point of other
informative or educational feedback. Yet the depth of the motivation problem for moral
feedback depends on what we do take the central point of moral feedback to be. If critics
aim to bring about better behavior (to make hearers follow specific useful norms, say), then
harnessing robust forms of motivation is a useful strategy, but only as a means. For a
regulative view of moral feedback, then, undermining effects present only a technical
obstacle to be carefully finessed or bypassed in practice. If the point of moral criticism is
instead expressive, as Strawson and his followers suggest, then any negative impact on
hearers’ motivation is, at most, a side-effect to be minimized. Yet insofar as moral feedback
essentially calls upon hearers to grasp some moral problem and take it seriously, then a
negative effect on motivation signals a crucial failure of our moral feedback efforts. This
communicative goal is of central importance—not because it can always be achieved, but
because a retreat away from the communicative goal is always regrettable.

4.1 Expressive Criticism

An expressivist approach is well-articulated by R. Jay Wallace (1994):

What is essential to the harmful moral sanctions, on the reactive account, is their
function of expressing the emotions of resentment, indignation, and guilt; this is the
real point of such responses as avoidance, denunciation, reproach, censure, and the
like, and what holds them together as a class. (68)

6 See, for example, Linda Hamilton Krieger 1995.
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That critics’ intention is to express moral emotions, rather than to be “cruel or vengeful,”
is taken as sufficient to render such harm morally acceptable; critics are not expected,
apparently, to monitor uptake.

In her piece, Holroyd seems to waver over how moral critics should understand their
task. She approves of Wallace’s claim that blame and related expressions serve to
“demonstrate our commitment to moral norms,” but she charitably reads him as meaning
that appraisals function “for the benefit of both the appraiser and the appraised” (272). Alas,
the passages that she cites in support of this interpretation show only that Wallace holds that
critics “articulate, and thereby… affirm and deepen” their own commitment. The question
of whether the hearer benefits morally, in the sense of ending up more motivated to attend
to moral concerns, is not raised by Wallace.

A broadly Strawsonian account such as Wallace’s might still accommodate some
concern for empirical effects, however. While insisting that successful regulation is not the
whole point of the reactive attitudes, Strawson appeals to his confidence that they do
“regulate behavior in socially desirable ways”7. He concedes that this confidence is in
principle vulnerable to disconfirmation, and that we might significantly modify our
responses in light of their effects. The troubling effects described by social psychologists
could thus inspire Strawson and his followers to entertain what Holroyd proposes as a
constraint on moral feedback:

CONSTRAINT: Moral appraisals [feedback] should not be characterized by features
that lead us (on the basis of the data) to predict that agents will suffer decreased
subsequent motivation [to attend to moral norms]. (269)

Here, then, is Holroyd’s most conservative suggestion: insofar as the point of initiating
moral feedback is something like expressing our moral commitments and attitudes, we still
ought to constrain our expression so as to avoid undermining hearers’ moral motivation.
We shall shortly ask more about how this would work out in practice. I find the expressivist
account disturbing insofar as it portrays critical speech as a realm of prima facie
entitlements rather than of communicative skills to be developed and refined. Holroyd, too,
seems to doubt that the essential point of moral criticism is expressive. If moral feedback
can have a positive effect on how hearers approach morally charged situations, we should
be attuned to how this happens; it should be more than a happy byproduct of emotional
expression.

4.2 Prescriptive Criticism

Holroyd proceeds to venture beyond her constraint proposal and toward a positive ideal:
she expects critics not simply to refrain from likely harm to moral motivation but to “help
agents to act well, or avoid acting badly” (269, emphasis mine). If positive influence
matters, then expression as such is not the task of the critic. Still, there are multiple ways to
articulate the positive effect a critic aims to produce through giving moral feedback.

Is the point to generate “pressure toward conformity with moral norms”? Holroyd
considers this proposal early on (272), but such language implies the consequentialist goal
of securing (or improving the odds of) a behavioral result. We might instead turn our focus

7 It is quite remarkable that Strawson uses this identical phrase (with one variation in word order) three times
in “Freedom and Resentment” (48, 62, 66 in Fischer and Ravizza 1999). This phrase serves to obscure the
fact that the range of effects one can care about is not reducible the rather manipulative-sounding goal of
“regulating behavior in socially desirable ways.”
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to the hearer’s reflective desires, as Holroyd does when she discusses commitment to moral
norms and invokes Wallace. Yet another objective could be for criticism to bring about
certain beliefs in hearers—beliefs about their own moral status, or about “which actions
they ought to perform, and which they should avoid.” (272)

All of these objectives, I think, lean too much toward control. They involve the
prescriptive or regulative intent to specify some element of how the hearer must act or think
or want; a critic seems thereby to approach a critical interaction as an opportunity to install
good attitudes or dispositions in place of bad. If this is the goal of moral citicism—and
especially if this aim is obvious—then undermining effects will pose a technical challenge
for critics. Yet straightforwardly consquentialist critics would simply be determined to
navigate around this challenge, perhaps by studying the extensive empirical literature on
persuasion and compliance, in which effective methods of “overcoming reactance” are
compared.

Some occasions do call for resorting to a regulative approach to harmful conduct, but to
prescribe (to “pre-script”) behavior is to put the hearer’s moral autonomy in parentheses,
not to call upon it. Prescriptive criticism flirts with what Darwall calls “the intrinsic
obnoxiousness of regarding others simply as the conduit of one’s own agency” (Darwall
1986, p. 303). For related reasons, Strawson rightly cautions against thinking of regulation
as our default stance in reacting to one another. Yet we have already articulated reservations
about focusing moral criticism on the expressive project Strawson posits as the alternative.
We should thus be inspired to work out a third approach.

4.3 Communicative Criticism

Holroyd introduces a communicative understanding of criticism as a third path, and this is a
promising idea. Yet what critical communication amounts to, and how it avoids the pitfalls
of the other two approaches, needs more articulation. Insofar as they wish to have a
practical effect without being overly prescriptive, critics must aim, it seems, to succeed at
getting the hearer morally involved—but involved in a project that itself calls meaningfully
upon hearer autonomy. Thus, what the critic demands cannot just be obedience to familiar
moral norms. But to each norm corresponds an open-ended project that accounts for its
emergence: attending to some kind of shared moral problem. This is a project that the
hearer might take seriously without necessarily drawing normative boundaries just as the
critic does.8 We might thus frame the goal of such criticism as cultivating or calling upon
the hearer’s concern.9 Not only must critics allow that each hearer may have a uniquely
distinct perspective on the moral problem in question; the critic must in principle be open to
taking on new concerns illuminated by the hearer’s response.

The attempt to reach a hearer’s attention with the force of a moral concern balances
between the expressive impulse, which does not attend much to the messy challenges of
uptake, and the prescriptive or regulative project, which would micromanage hearer uptake,
as it were. We would need an extended discussion to pursue a detailed account of the
communicative function, and to resolve whether this should be embraced as the central
function of moral feedback. Still, its claim to that status might be summarized this way: one

8 Kant might endorse this approach but for his confidence that a given problem (what he would call the
impossibility of willing a particular world) will lead all people to the same norms. Because our perspectives
and insights differ, we should not only allow that others will suggest different norms; we should hope so.
9 For related reflections on “calling” as a crucial metaphor wherever moral demands come into play, see
Rebecca Kukla 2002.
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can easily frame either “expressing moral attitudes” or “regulating behavior” as a project to
be settled-for in the absence of skilled communication and uptake, but the converse claims
ring hollow. Once the central point of giving moral feedback is understood in terms of
cultivating a specific moral concern, we can articulate how criticism can be counter-
productive—and hence how it can require skill—without implying that what moral
criticism should produce is conformity.

This understanding of communication goes beyond what Holroyd offers; she analyzes
communicative criticism as a combination of expressive evaluation and positive messages
(implicit or explicit) about hearers’ moral status. Perhaps this is because she has endorsed
some expressivist notions, and because she understands moral motivation as commitment to
(actual) norms rather than as engagement with moral problems. Yet even when a critic is
provoked by the clear violation of a norm, she might reasonably suppose that this norm
comes to motivate not simply in virtue of being held to be a valid moral norm, but in virtue
of that person’s vivid awareness of the problems to which the norm constitutes a social
response. Thus, even when a critic hopes to motivate compliance with an ordinary norm,
she succeeds best by communicating the nature and urgency of the potential moral
problems it addresses.

Let us briefly note an objection here: It may seem that the communicative account places
all responsibility for good communication exclusively with the critics who initiate it.
Instead, I want to insist that responsibility for good communication saturates both roles.
Indeed, the hearer’s role in fielding a critical communication is also demanding in ways that
expressive and prescriptive models fail to capture. Insofar as we are focused on critics’
responsibilities, I embrace Holroyd’s premise: When experience and research reveal certain
patterns of communicative failure, we ought to attend to these and learn how not to
contribute to them. Furthermore, there is no formulaic template for communicative
feedback such that a critic may say, in self-satisfaction, that she has done her part to
criticize well, and that only the hearer is responsible for any remaining failures of uptake.10

5 Holroyd’s Reassuring Argument

Let us now turn to Holroyd’s main argument about the relevance of the empirical research
to our practices of giving moral feedback. The likelihood of undermining effects in the
moral domain is initially striking, she adds, because moral appraisal typically focuses on
what one “should have” and “shouldn’t have” done—the very “standards-based” kind of
evaluation that seems to invite the undermining effect.

Holroyd is optimistic, however, that the effect does not present a great challenge. In fact,
she endorses the intuition that moral appraisal manages largely to escape the undermining
effect:

There are features of our experience that suggest that moral appraisal does not
decrease motivation. First-personally, we do not, usually, experience moral appraisal
as leading to decreased motivation.… Second, we don’t expect others to be,
subsequently, less motivated when we evaluate them morally. If we did, perhaps we
would not continue to go in for these appraisals. If anything, we expect that our
appraisals might help others act well, or avoid acting badly. (269, emphasis mine)

10 Critics may be wise to conserve their efforts and move on, of course—though even in such cases they will
often intentionally or unintentionally inspire others to take up the same concerns in other ways.
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Thus, her piece proceeds to explain how our practice already respects her proposed
constraint against predictably harming hearer motivation. This explanation pivots on the
claim that evaluative responses—expressions “that indicate the agent’s character or quality
of will” (271)—are (and should be) accompanied by “an affirmation of the status of the
agent as a candidate for such evaluations” (274). This affirmation, she suggests, is already
implicit in praise and blame (275), and serves as a form of positive competence feedback. It
is no small matter, she argues, when someone thinks of me as belonging to the moral
community, and expresses high expectations of me in virtue of that fact. Being addressed in
this way may prompt me to reflect on what I enjoy about that membership, leaving me
more motivated than before to live up to the expectations attached to it. On the grounds that
positive competence feedback correlates negatively with the undermining effect, she
concludes that “there is no reason to suppose that subjects of [moral] appraisal would
experience decreased subsequent motivation.” (275)

This is a very bold conclusion, and it is not entirely consonant with the rest of Holroyd’s
contribution. Even if praise and blame implicitly do carry positive competence feedback (a
question to which we will return), we should remark that it remains at best an empirical
question whether this positive factor sufficiently and consistently offsets the ways that
moral motivation might be eroded or complicated by critical confrontations. Furthermore,
positive competence feedback as such is able to mitigate the undermining effect only
insofar as that effect results from discouragement and not reactance or alienation. Thus, I
think Holroyd’s article is better at opening its case than shutting it.

6 Implicit Positive Competence Feedback?

Holroyd supports her intuition—that moral critics in practice do not risk undermining
hearers’ motivation—by suggesting that moral appraisals already carry positive competence
feedback, which tends to ward off the undermining effect.11 She serendipitously finds the
right ingredients already implicit in the basic communicative situation of moral appraisal.
Her most surprising claim is that “praise and blame should be understood as a form of
positive competence feedback.” (275, emphasis mine)

I hope to make clear that blame as such, unlike praise, does not offer positive feedback
about competence—at least not in the sense discussed in the empirical research—and also
that proper positive competence feedback solves only half of the undermining problem. The
fact that even certain cases of praise invite the undermining effect should already suggest
that positive competence feedback, by itself, is insufficient to prevent the undermining
effect. After all, hearers who do not feel discouraged still may react against perceived
attempts at control. Let us postpone discussion of reactance for a moment, though, and
focus on cases in which negative moral feedback might seem discouraging, thereby
courting the corresponding undermining effect.

Suppose someone is targeted with negative moral criticism over one of his sudden
outbursts of unpredictable anger, drawing attention to a vice of which he is already
painfully aware. If his thoughts and feelings turn to self-flagellation over this moral
shortcoming, he is all the more poorly poised to be considerate of people’s evolving needs
in the present. Worse, according to Elliot et al (2000), he might begin to resolve the
frustration of feeling incompetent by lowering the subjective importance he assigns to
managing his temper. A friend who is aware of such risks might therefore offer careful and

11 Deci and Ryan (1987) explicitly distance themselves from this broad generalization, however.
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credible positive competence feedback by remarking on small successes or hopeful signs of
progress. Provided they do not fall into mere reassurance, such positive reminders may
allow a critical nudge to escape the undermining effect. (This is presumably a crucial matter
of technique for psychotherapists, though they also recognize the importance of supporting
autonomy, to which we shall return.)

For competence feedback to serve this positive role it must come across as recognizing
and credibly endorsing specific efforts on the part of the hearer. According to Deci and
Ryan, positive competence messages support motivation to the extent that they emphasize
information about one’s actions and make it easy for the hearer to focus on improving them. By
contrast, messages that focus on one’s status or worth, or that prompt self-consciousness over
public scrutiny, tend to inhibit intrinsic motivation. (Ryan and Deci, 1989, 266) In a similar
vein, Butler writes, “information about performance that focuses attention on task demands
[promotes] high subsequent interest. In contrast, information that focuses attention on the self
[promotes] ego-involvement and lower subsequent interest even if it indicates high capacity”
(1987, 474, emphasis mine). A reminder of moral status, which is the form of positive
feedback Holroyd recommends, more closely fits the latter category of messages.

Furthermore, affirmation of one’s moral status simply as a member of the moral
community is particularly abstract; it may do no more for my moral confidence than being
reminded of my tennis-club membership does for my confidence as a tennis-player.
Communications can count as feedback only by reflecting what is particular to a person,
place, and time. A belief the critic holds about all persons at all times cannot form the basis
of meaningful feedback. Detailed recognition of a hearer’s efforts and their various results,
by contrast, stands a better chance of preserving confidence and keeping some attention on
the moral road ahead.

Moral critics in the midst of ordinary interactions may not find it easy to attend to such
details; perhaps all I know about a student is that she has apparently plagiarized, or perhaps
I find it difficult to see anything positive about a co-worker who seems to be constantly
harassing my friend. Still, if we care about the effectiveness of moral feedback, we must not
simply affirm, de dicto, that behind any apparent misdeed there exists some moral self—one
who has presumably made some decent efforts, and who is subject to high expectations. We
must recognize the particular moral self in question, showing interest in specific moral
efforts and recognizing signs of emerging moral responsibility. Perhaps for that reason
moral criticism is best undertaken by friends, when that is possible; against a rich and
ongoing background of detailed mutual recognition, negative feedback seems less likely to
meet with discouragement.

7 Reactance is Not Offset by Positive Competence Feedback

Another reason to question Holroyd’s optimistic conclusion is that reactance, unlike
discouragement, is not offset by positive competence feedback. Reactance may be less likely
when critics offer a certain kind of recognition (Cowan and Presbury 2000), but this is a
different matter. After all, explicit positive competence feedback (“Overall, I really do think
you’re a decent person, though”) may even stimulate reactance: posing as a suitable authority
on the other’s general moral standing can only come across as arrogant in many situations.

A central predictor of both alienation and reactance is a “controlling” intent—or rather,
the hearer’s perception thereof. When feedback revolves around positive or negative
evaluation and hearers’ conformity or non-conformity with expectations, and when it is
couched in the language of should have and shouldn’t have, it tends to be perceived as
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controlling (Deci and Ryan 1987). And although expressivists such as Strawson and
Wallace invoke the Kantian language of respect and autonomy, and thus altogether deny
that they intend to control others’ behavior, the empirical research suggests that reactive
expressions of praise and blame may nonetheless come across as controlling anyway. Not
only the evaluator’s intent, but also details of a hearer’s background experience, can
determine what becomes most salient in the interpretation of feedback. (Pallak et al 1982)

Consider, again, how I might be preoccupied with defensive thoughts in response to
moral criticism of my spending choices. My suspicion that a critic’s intent may be
adversarial, arrogant, controlling, or condescending is not much remedied by being
reminded that I am (at least potentially) morally competent, or that I enjoy membership in
the moral community. These facts are compatible with my wariness that moral criticism
may be used to manipulate, humiliate, and silence its targets. There are, after all, millions of
true moral judgments if there are any at all, and who initiates criticism of whom can have as
much to do with social status and pretence as with beneficence.

8 Autonomy Support

If reactance or alienation affect moral feedback, then the remedy for our problem is often
not positive competence feedback. It would be fallacious to infer—as Deci et al 1981 seems
to do—that if blows to one’s sense of competence generally harm motivation, then
propping up hearers’ sense of competence generally improves it. “Perceived competence,”
notes a later article, “does not enhance intrinsically motivated behavior if people do not feel
autonomous” (Vansteenkiste and Deci 2003, 280)—or, for that matter, if people experience
their autonomy as realized through the process of taking an oppositional stand. Instead, the
hearer needs vividly credible signs that the critic is not interested in control. In some
situations—such as when moral criticism is initiated by a trusted friend—a background of
mutual goodwill may suffice. In others, a critic has to think not only about what her
intentions actually are, but how they are likely to come across.

It is possible that what Holroyd means to encompass with her invocation of positive
competence feedback is something more like what Deci and Ryan call “autonomy
support”—features of an interaction that “people construe as … encouraging them to make
their own choices.” (Deci and Ryan 1987) We have already noted that moral feedback
necessarily makes a kind of demand that other feedback need not make. Critics do not want
hearers simply to go on by their own lights; but on the communicative view, the critical
demand is for a certain kind of engaged attention to a problem—and that attention is
compatible with moral autonomy. Although appreciation of the hearer’s moral autonomy is
surely not effectively communicated within all praise and blame (Holroyd’s hope
notwithstanding), moral critics may become fluent at establishing positive regard even
while drawing urgent attention to a problem. That a certain kind of moral recognition helps
to support autonomy is certainly plausible. Still, effective recognition requires much more
than having high expectations and regard for a hearer and hoping that these come across.
Both philosophers and ordinary agents have much to learn about how to support autonomy
while we criticize—especially when we are tempted to express a negative judgment. One
important field of relevant research, which we cannot explore here, concerns how social and
political relationships color critical encounters, making moral recognition more or less
difficult to establish. What we can consider, however, is how a move away from praise and
blame is likely to allow moral criticism to preserve and cultivate motivation with less risk
of alienation and reactance.
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9 Communicative Feedback Without Appraisal

To see this way in which critical practices might need to be revised, we must return to what
I take to be the most provocative implication of the empirical research on the undermining
effect. Feedback couched in the “standard-driven” language of "shoulds," and delivered
with the punch of approval and disapproval, is particularly prone to come across as
controlling (Deci and Ryan, 1987: 1028), and hence to divert attention away from the very
moral concern that animates the critic’s reaction.

Despite noticing this connection, Holroyd insists that "we should aim to retain [the]
standard-driven element of moral appraisal" (273) according to which critics express an
“emotive response to the agent, in light of their being believed to have met, or failed to
meet, certain moral expectations…” (274). Certainly appraisal as such must indicate some
evaluative claim. Yet good moral feedback need not include explicit verdict-like appraisals
or the reactive attitudes of praise and blame usually bound up with them. As Nel Noddings
points out in her discussion of moral education, once we have effectively drawn attention to
the matter of our concern, such as the suffering resulting from the hearer’s careless
treatment of a cat, there is “no need for the statement, ‘It is wrong…’”12

One reason not to over-emphasize moral verdicts is that criticism might be in order
where no clear and specific norm exists; conversely, we may find some norm-violations
insignificant. Still, to deny that feedback should revolve around moral verdicts is not to
deny that moral feedback is generally most urgent when vital moral norms have been
violated. The bulk of critical feedback naturally goes to cases in which clearly applicable
norms seem to have been violated. It does not follow that communicative critical feedback
must involve impressing anything like verdicts upon our hearers. On the communicative
view, the morally central purpose of moral feedback is to draw attention to problems, to
prompt self-examination in relation to those problems, and to grant recognition to moral
efforts when they are in their fledgling stage. But if the central point of moral feedback can
be achieved without indicating moral status, why must critics indicate status at all?13

Even if a critic finds a moral verdict compelling, her confidence in that verdict (“You
acted wrongly by lying”) is naturally weaker than her confidence that an important kind of
moral concern (“Our trust in your word is endangered”) lies behind the norm in question.
Thus, expressing a judgment about the overall status of the action puts the critic in a more
epistemically fragile position. The resulting communication becomes more contentious than
dialogical. We should not be surprised to learn that reactance effects emerge especially in
response to strongly contentious claims. (Wright et al 1992) The contestation of moral
verdicts leads both critics’ and hearers’ attention away from the sorts of ongoing concerns
that should remain—as what Williams (1981) calls moral “residue”—even when someone’s
particular choice might be vindicated or excused in some way.

12 Noddings (1984) structures all moral concerns around the theme of caring, and makes additional claims
about how the moral educator must illustrate a particular commitment to be emulated by the one cared-for.
The point in question here need not be tied to those aspects of her view.
13 There is another distinct reason to avoid expressing summary verdicts on others’ actions: some
philosophers simply do not believe moral judgments can be made in a black-and-white fashion. A utilitarian
may argue that all action fits within a greyscale continuum between better and worse (Norcross 1997). A
virtue-ethicist may go further: just as moves in chess occupy a vast field of qualitative difference that even a
good player does not pretend to have mastered, our characteristic moral choices might be obviously better or
worse, yes, but often they differ by being bolder or safer, public-minded or privately perfectionistic, etc.
Emphasis on the good and the bad may blunt appreciation (both ours and our hearers’) of such differences. I
find this line plausible, but it is tangential to the central argument here.
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Just as it is possible to raise an objection without claiming someone’s conclusion is false,
it is possible to point out a particular harm or disappointment without insisting that nothing
could outweigh its importance. Consider again how feedback is most effective in non-moral
cases. Someone coaching a novice in chess need not say explicitly, “That was a bad move”;
we avert discouragement and catalyze reflection with charitable observations (“Blocking
with your knight does get you out of check…”) while making disadvantages clear (“Are
there any important threats uncovered by that move?”). By gesturing toward salient features
of a problem and refraining from overt assessment, we stimulate problem-solving—and
indeed leave ourselves open to learning something in the exchange. We are thus more likely
to spark appreciation of what MacIntyre (1981) calls “internal goods” of a practice, whether
it is chess or charity, and less likely to distract the learner with anxiety or myopic self-
consciousness. The fact that something socially vital is usually at stake in moral criticism,
unlike in chess criticism, is manifest in how tenaciously we call attention to moral
problems, but this tenaciousness can take forms other than pressing moral judgments.

Furthermore, the expression of moral judgment and related attitudes may send
unintended messages. Holroyd contends that “holding someone to expectations” tacitly
sends a positive signal about the hearer’s membership in the moral community. That signal
might be well-received by someone who had been discouraged about her moral status. By
the same logic, however, spelling out a verdict and pressing it home with emotional
urgency may actually portray someone’s membership in the moral community as marginal.
Such a confrontation implies that though she is held to moral expectations, the hearer is not
actually expected, in the absence of explicit moral judgment, to be able to recognize and
appropriately digest concerns brought to her attention. This may be an accurate message to
send to children and people affected by a significant emotional deficit or cognitive
distortion; often we insist that they take our “moral testimony” about the judgments we
make (see Jones 1999), at least for now; in such cases we will often go on to offer specific
moral prescriptions. Yet such condescension must be the exception, rather than the norm.

9.1 Concluding Reflections

People subjected to moral appraisal (in the sense that implies indicating their status vis-à-
vis normative standards and expectations) are vulnerable to multiple kinds of undermining
effect. They may be distracted by feelings of discouragement over some aspect of their
moral competence, but they may also protest the implication that they would not be willing
and able to respond well to a concern if the criticism were not punctuated with a verdict and
an expression of disapproval. Indeed, it would be a bad sign if people did not tend to chafe
at moral pressure in this way. As much as moral responsibility sometimes requires us to
engage in moral criticism, it sometimes requires hearers of criticism—even those fielding
arguably true verdicts—to take a critical stance in return.

Keeping in mind that moral feedback unfolds within a communicative encounter, critics
have a chance to monitor the uptake of their criticism. More urgent styles of moral address
may become necessary in confronting someone whose moral confidence is too facile, or
who does not register what is at stake behind crucial moral norms. Yet the wielding of a
moral verdict represents a retreat from the communicative into the expressive project. If
moral feedback can foreground the details of moral concern, rather than verdict-like
appraisals, we might often avoid the tone of moral superiority that invites reactance and
undermines interest in the moral problem at hand.

Note well that when we encounter someone who seems simply unable or unwilling to
take initiative and responsibility in response to moral concerns raised in good faith, then we
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are in no position to engage in communicative moral feedback as I have described it. In
some sense we can no longer make out a particular moral self to address. In that all-too-
common predicament, we may resort to warning others, expressing ourselves as best we
can, and adopting the strategies of coping and management associated with Strawson’s
“objective attitude”. Even in that situation, we might hope for a mediated form of uptake.
Someone else, whose attention can be effectively engaged, may be well-placed to relay our
moral concerns forward without discouraging, antagonizing, or alienating that person in
whose choices we most urgently wish to make a difference.
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