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Social change requires more
justification than maintaining the
status quo

John C. Blanchar'*, Scott Eidelman? and Eric Allen®

!Department of Psychology, University of Minnesota Duluth, Duluth, MN, United States, 2Department
of Psychological Science, University of Arkansas, Fayetteville, AR, United States, *Department of
Sociology, Washington State University, Pullman, WA, United States

Three studies demonstrate that, all else being equal, the threshold for justifying
social change is higher than the threshold for maintaining the status quo. Higher
standards for justifying change were observed across institutional requirements
(Study 1), political candidates (Study 2), and city ordinances (Study 3). In all
studies, lopsided standards increased as status quo preference increased. Study
1 revealed higher standards for novel entities lacking precedence, Study 2
demonstrated increased information-seeking about non-status quo alternatives
to scrutinize them, and Study 3 showed biased interpretation of evidence toward
maintaining the status quo, even when evidence skewed toward advocating
change. The robustness of higher standards for change (d = 0.69; k = 7, N
= 535), its relationship with status quo preference (r = 0.39; k = 7, N = 533),
and information seeking scrutinizing alternatives (d = 1.17; k = 5, N = 285),
rather than confirmation bias (d = 0.03; k = 5, N = 285), was established
via small-scale meta-analyses including all data collected for this research
program. Implications for theories of social change vs. status quo maintenance
are discussed.
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Introduction

Investigations of status quo maintenance usually emphasize people’s attempts to justify
and defend what exists (e.g., Jackman, 1994; Major, 1994; Jost et al., 2004; Kay et al., 2009).
People endorse or provide reasons for why the way things are is good, legitimate, and the
way things ought to be. In the present research, we take a different approach by focusing on
alternatives to the status quo and emphasize the difficulty of justifying change rather than
maintaining the status quo. People need few reasons, if any, to stay with what is established,
but deviating from the status quo requires compelling evidence. The standards—that is, the
amount or quantity of reasons, vetting, and evidence—that must be met to justify change
to an alternative are higher than those necessary to justify what is already in place.

Higher standards for justifying change
We argue that the extra justification needed for change is a corollary of the assumptions

people make about the status quo relative to its alternatives. People are partial to what is
familiar and hence assumed safe (Zajonc, 1968; Harrison, 1977; Bornstein, 1989). They
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intuit that what “is” is “good” (Eidelman et al., 2009; Cimpian and
Salomon, 2014; Eidelman and Crandall, 2014) and longer existence
signifies vetting and merit (Eidelman et al., 2010; Blanchar and
Eidelman, 2013, 2021). People often prefer to do nothing because
it is easier (Samuelson and Zeckhauser, 1988; Anderson, 2003) and
because they are averse to risk, loss, and regret (Kahneman et al.,
1991; Ritov and Baron, 1992; Moshinsky and Bar-Hillel, 2010).
People may also be motivated to justify the status quo to defend
their own situations and the system as a whole (Jost et al., 2004; Kay
et al., 2009; Jost, 2019). To mitigate the uncertainty and potential
hazards associated with change, people often opt to maintain the
current situation, flawed though it may be, rather than face an
uncertain future. For all these reasons, people should show bias
favoring the status quo while adopting a more critical stance toward
its alternatives.

When people anticipate or desire a specific conclusion, they
often demand greater and more compelling evidence for any
alternative (Ditto and Lopez, 1992) and typically exhibit biased
information processing, interpreting data selectively to align with
their expectations (Kunda, 1990; Ditto et al., 1998; Hart et al., 2009).
In fact, people seem to consider different things when they have
a priori preferences and expectations. Those wishing to reject a
proposition ask themselves whether they “must” accept it, whereas
those wanting to affirm it ask whether they “can” accept it (Gilovich,
1991; see also Dawson et al., 2002). The threshold, or minimum
level of evidence required, for reaching a particular judgment is
higher in the former case. In the present context, people’s relative
suspicion and dislike for alternatives to the status quo should
compel them to set a higher threshold for accepting change. These
higher standards make it easier to reject change in favor of retaining
the status quo.

Higher standards for change could be due to raising the
“bar” for alternatives or lowering it for the status quo. Although
not mutually exclusive, we suggest the former process may be
dominant. First, because the inertia of existence is assumed to
signify successful vetting (Tworek and Cimpian, 2016; Blanchar
and Eidelman, 2021), the status quo does not require scrutiny,
whereas alternatives represent a pivot toward the unknown that
requires extra attention and inspection. Second, calls for social
change are construed as more self-interested than keeping the
status quo in place (O’Brien and Crandall, 2005). It would
be reasonable for people to be suspicious of change, applying
more scrutiny to and requiring higher thresholds of evidence
for alternatives, if they suspect improper or superfluous motives.
Finally, alternatives are evaluated less favorably than the status
quo (Eidelman and Crandall, 2014) and unfavourability motivates
heightened skepticism, wherein people require stronger evidence
to accept conclusions they do not desire or expect (Ditto and
Lopez, 1992; Taber and Lodge, 2006). In sum, people should raise
standards for justifying change more than lowering standards for
retaining the status quo.

This is a unique formulation of how even modest inclinations
toward the status quo can translate into the rejection of change.
As noted, previous research contends that people cast-off change
because they rationalize and defend the status quo as good and
better than its alternatives (e.g., Jost et al, 2004; Kay et al,
2009). Our approach distinctively considers how people treat
alternatives to the status quo; they apply higher standards when
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evaluating whether there is justification for enacting change. This
does not assume the status quo is “good” or even “superior” to
its alternatives, merely that judgment criteria selectively shift to
disadvantage alternatives representing change (see Miron et al,
2010, for a similar process).

Seeking and interpreting evidence

Considering change requires seeking and interpreting
information about the status quo and its alternatives. We contend
that higher standards for justifying change should prejudice which
information people prioritize and how they interpret evidence.

Although one might expect perceivers to adopt a confirmatory
strategy by selectively exposing themselves to favorable information
about the status quo and unfavorable information about its
alternatives (Nickerson, 1998; Hart et al., 2009; Fischer and
Greitemeyer, 2010), higher standards for justifying change may
instead encourage a strategy of selectively scrutinizing alternatives.
Specifically, people may prioritize information about alternatives
to maximize the potential of discovering flaws and limitations
(Liberman and Chaiken, 1992; Ditto et al., 1998; Dawson et al.,
2002). For example, gamblers spend more attention and effort
explaining away their losses than discussing their wins (Gilovich,
1983), partisans more thoroughly examine uncongenial positions
and find ways to discount them (Lord et al., 1979; Taber and Lodge,
2006), and high prejudice individuals show better memory for
stereotype-inconsistent information because they engage effortful
processing to reconcile it with their existing beliefs (Sherman et al.,
2005). Whereas, status quo options are likely to be accepted at face
value, alternatives representing change are put to the test to resolve
uncertainty and uncover costly deficiencies.

We tested these competing perspectives by adapting an
information seeking paradigm based on Snyder and Swann (1978).
Participants selected from a list of questions, each crafted to
convey positive or negative information about the status quo
or its alternative. This allowed participants the flexibility to
choose questions affirming the superiority of the status quo
or disproportionately scrutinizing change to an alternative. If
confirmation bias is guiding the information search process, people
will opt for more positively valanced questions targeting the status
quo and negatively valanced questions targeting its alternative.
Conversely, if selective scrutiny is the operating strategy, people
will prioritize information about alternatives—good and bad—in
service of exposing potential flaws and faults.

Another important consideration is how decision makers
interpret information once available. If people raise standards for
justifying change from the status quo to an alternative, then it
will be more difficult to see the value of change over status quo
maintenance. Even when evidence indicates that the status quo
and its alternative are on equal footing, there should be insufficient
justification for change. Furthermore, ambiguity is fertile ground
for bias (Kunda, 1990), and tends to be perceived in ways that
fit with what is desired and expected (Lord et al., 1979; Dunning,
1993; Balcetis and Dunning, 2006). Justification for change should
fall short in the presence of ambiguous or mixed evidence and
only receive serious consideration when alternatives have clear
support over and above that which represents the status quo.
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Said differently, we argue that, to justify change, evidence favoring
alternatives will need to be much stronger than any evidence
favoring the status quo.

The present research

We tested these ideas in three studies. Study 1 investigated
raised standards for alternatives representing change. Participants
considered two institutional requirements, varied with respect
to which represented the status quo, or, in a third condition,
a true status quo was lacking. In all, participants reported the
standards that needed to be met to justify using each institutional
requirement. Study 2 investigated bias in information seeking
strategies. In the context of a political election, participants
indicated the standards necessary to stay with an incumbent
running for reelection or change to the challenger and then
completed an information seeking task to discern between
strategic confirmation bias favoring the status quo and selective
scrutinization of alternatives. Study 3 investigated bias in
interpreting evidence. We manipulated which of two city
ordinances represented the status quo and measured standards for
and preferences between the alternative and status quo. Participants
then considered evidence favoring the status quo, the alternative, or
mixed evidence before indicating the justification for maintaining
the status quo or adopting the alternative. We used the “simr”
package in R (Green and MacLeod, 2016; R Core Team, 2024) to
determine the sample sizes needed to detect a moderate-to-large
effect size of standards (d = 0.69; based on additional samples
available in online materials) with 80% power. These simulations
indicated that samples of 104, 84, and 38 were required in Studies
1, 2, and 3, respectively. Our data analytic approach utilized linear
mixed-effects models with responses nested within participants;
this method was chosen for its enhanced flexibility, accuracy,
and statistical power compared to traditional repeated-measures
ANOVA (Magezi, 2015). Finally, we conducted a series of small-
scale meta-analyses, including effect sizes from these three studies
as well as data from seven additional samples we collected during
this research program. All measures, manipulations, and exclusions
are disclosed for each study, with materials and data accessible
online via Open Science Framework.

Study 1

Study 1 tested our hypothesis that higher standards are
necessary to justify change to an alternative of the status quo.
Participants read about a potential change to degree requirements
at their university and then evaluated the options (adapted from
Eidelman et al., 2009), and we counterbalanced which requirement
represented the status quo vs. its alternative. Participants reported
the standards that needed to be met to justify keeping the status quo
in place and to justify change to an alternative. We operationalized
standards as the amount and quality of evidence necessary to justify
or permit each decision option. If the status quo is indeed allotted
a standards advantage, participants should set lopsided standards
that favor retaining the existing degree requirement; the standards
for justifying change to the alternative degree requirement should
be higher and more difficult to meet. Additionally, a third condition
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allowed us to test whether the standards were being relaxed for
the status quo or raised for its alternatives by having participants
consider the degree requirements for a new academic program that
lacked a true status quo. In this comparison condition, participants
judged the standards necessary to implement each of these two
institutional requirements, neither of which currently represented
the status quo but both had precedence in other programs.

Method

Participants

A sample of 137 undergraduates (92 female; Mage = 19.34, SD
=2.90) was recruited to participate in a study on “student opinions”
in exchange for partial fulfillment of a course requirement.

Procedure and materials

Participants were randomly assigned to complete one of three
versions of a questionnaire about a degree requirement at their
university (for details, see Supplementary material). Two versions
of the questionnaire concerned a potential change to an existing
requirement but stipulated that current students would not be
affected. Half of these participants were led to believe the existing
requirement was 32 credit hours within one’s major with a possible
change to 38 credit hours because it would afford students greater
expertise, and the other half were led to believe the status quo
was 38 credit hours within the major with a possible change to 32
credit hours because it would afford students a greater breadth of
knowledge. In a third version (control condition), participants were
told that university officials were developing a new degree program
and deciding between a requirement of 32 or 38 credit hours within
the major to graduate, but that other degree programs within the
university varied in this requirement such that some employed
32 credit hours and others 38 credit hours. Following Eidelman
et al. (2009), participants were told this new program would be
implemented in 10 years and thus would not affect current students.

Participants indicated their agreement with six items on 1
(strongly disagree) to 9 (strongly agree) response scales. Three items
asked about the standards necessary to justify using 32 credit
hours for the degree requirement (“Few reasons would be needed
to use the requirement of 32 credit hours” (reversed), “Strong
reasons would be needed to use the requirement of 32 credit
hours,” and “T think a number of reasons would be necessary to
use the requirement of 32 credit hours;” o« = 0.84). The same
three items were re-worded to ask participants about the standards
necessary to justify using 38 credit hours as the requirement (o« =
0.84). Evaluative preference was assessed via three items in which
participants indicated which requirement is “good,” “right,” and
“the way things ought to be” (1 = 32 credit hours, 9 = 38 credit
hours; o = 0.87).

Results
Standards
We fit a linear mixed model with random intercepts of

participant using the “lme4” (Bates et al., 2015) and “ImerTest”
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packages (Kuznetsova et al, 2017) in R to estimate the fixed
effects of institutional requirement (32 vs. 38 credit hours), existing
practice (status quo, alternative, or control), and their interaction
on standards setting. The model yielded a significant main effect
of existing practice, F 26749) = 14.20, p < 0.001 (Figure 1).
No main effect of institutional requirement emerged, F(j 134
= 0.10, p = 0.752, nor did it interact with existing practice,
F@, 167.86) = 1.40, p = 0.249. Participants set higher standards
for justifying an institutional requirement that represented change
(M = 6.36, SD = 1.45) compared to when it represented the
status quo (M = 5.34, SD = 1.46), b = 1.03, SE = 0.20, t =
5.16, p < 0.001, 95% CI for difference [0.63, 1.42], or when
no true status quo was available in the control condition (M
= 5.56, SD = 1.68), b = 0.81, SE = 024, t = 336, p <
0.001, 95% CI for difference [0.33, 1.28]. In contrast, they applied
equivalent standards in the control condition and for justifying
institutional requirements that represented the status quo, b =
0.22, SE = 0.24, t = 092, p = 0.361, 95% CI for difference
[—0.25, 0.69].

Evaluation

An omnibus ANOVA for evaluation was not significant, F(,,134
= 0.42, p = 0.659. Preference between the 32- and 38-credit hour
options did not vary across existing practice condition (status quo:
M = 5.27, 8D = 2.21; alternative: M = 5.50, SD = 2.03; control: M
=5.12,SD = 1.81).

Relationship with status quo preference

Exempting participants in the control condition where no
true status quo was available (n = 47), we computed difference
scores reflecting the degree of preference and relative standards for
maintaining the current institutional requirement over change to
an alternative, with positive scores indicating a stronger status quo
preference and higher standards for change, respectively. Status
quo preference predicted higher standards for justifying change to
an alternative, r = 0.29, p = 0.006.

Discussion

Data from Study 1 support our prediction that people require
greater justification for change than maintaining the status quo.
Although participants overall did not prefer whichever requirement
was said to be in place, status quo preference was positively
correlated with higher standards for justifying change. As status
quo preference increased, so, too, did the threshold necessary for
sanctioning change. Additionally, a comparison condition lacking
a true status quo—that is, with no existing requirement from which
to deviate—provided evidence that standards are raised when
considering change to an alternative rather than relaxed to preserve
the status quo. The standards applied to a degree requirement that
was not currently in place but had precedence in other programs
was equivalent to the standards applied when it represented the
status quo. In contrast, when this degree requirement represented
change from a true status quo, participants required higher
standards. It is worth noting, however, that participants may have
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perceived the control condition as more akin to a variant of the
status quo, potentially reducing their apprehension toward both
requirements. Refining the control condition to better reflect a
neutral baseline could benefit future studies.

Study 2

Study 1 provided initial evidence for raising the standards that
need to be met to justify change. In Study 2, we again tested whether
people set relatively higher standards for alternatives representing
change, but also examined consequences for information seeking
strategies. People may adopt a strategy centered on confirming
the status quo as better and more desirable (Nickerson, 1998) or
one centered on prioritizing information about its alternatives in
service of applying critical scrutiny (Dawson et al.,, 2002). We
tested these possibilities in the context of a political election,
varying which candidate represented the incumbent (ie., status
quo) and then measuring the standards participants apply to each
candidate and their relative preference between the candidates.
Participants also completed an information seeking task that
allowed them to select a subset of questions likely to yield positive
or negative information about the incumbent or their challenger.
If participants are employing a confirmatory strategy, they should
select more positive-affirming questions about the incumbent and
more negative-affirming questions about the challenger (Snyder
and Swann, 1978). However, if participants are employing a
strategy of critically scrutinizing alternatives to the status quo, they
should prioritize information about the challenger to maximize
opportunities to uncover his or her flaws.

Method

Participants

We recruited 113 undergraduate volunteers on the University
of Arkansas campus. One participant failed to follow instructions
on the key question selection task and another left blank large
portions of the questionnaire, leaving 111 participants (47 female,
one unknown; age was unavailable) for analyses.

Procedure

A male experimenter approached undergraduate students
around campus about participating in a study concerning a
supposed upcoming city council election between two candidates
in exchange for a piece of candy. The materials described two
candidates, Mike Dever and Matt Petty, of whom one was randomly
described as the incumbent. Additionally, we manipulated the
relevance of the election for participants via its location either in
Fayetteville, AR (where participants resided) or Bloomington, IN
(another city far away). Location was an exploratory factor varied
to gauge whether personal relevance influenced standards setting.

After reading about the candidates, participants responded
to six items, answered on 1 (strongly disagree) to 9 (strongly

1 Excluding these two participants from analyses did not change

any results.
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Standards

Requirement

32 Credit Hours
38 Credit Hours

Status Quo

Alternative

FIGURE 1

Standards for justifying an institutional requirement as a function of existing practice and its content. Error bars: SEs.

Control

agree) scales, assessing the standards that should be applied to
the incumbent (“Current Councilperson Mike Dever would need

to be heavily vetted before sticking with him,
would be needed to stick with current Councilperson Mike Dever,”

Strong reasons

and “A large number of reasons would be needed to stick
with current Councilperson Mike Dever;” o = 0.72) and to the
challenger (e.g., “Challenger Matt Petty would need to be heavily
vetted before switching to him;” « = 0.83). Participants indicated
their relative candidate preference by indicating who was “best-
qualified” “good,” “the type of person who should be in office,
who they “preferred to be elected,” and “would vote for” (1 =
Mike Dever, 9 = Matt Petty; « = 0.88) and they also selected five
questions from a list of 12 that they were most interested in having
answered. Six questions targeted the incumbent, and six questions
targeted the challenger. Half of each set of questions was framed
to elicit favorable information (e.g., “How will incumbent Mike
Dever’s experience in the Planning Commission help economic
growth?”) and the other half to elicit unfavorable information
(e.g., “What are the potential risks of challenger Matt Petty’s
economic plan?”).

Results

Standards

A linear mixed model with random intercepts of participant
estimated the fixed effects of incumbency (status quo vs.
alternative), political candidate (Matt Petty vs. Mike Dever),
location [Fayetteville, AR [local] vs. Bloomington, IN [far away]],
and their interactions on standards setting. The model revealed a
significant main effect of incumbency, F(; 514y = 30.32, p < 0.001
(Figure 2). As hypothesized, participants set higher standards for
justifying change to the challenger (M = 6.05, SD = 1.41) than
maintaining the incumbent (M = 4.98, SD = 1.45), 95% CI for
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difference [0.68, 1.44]. There were no main effects of political
candidate, F(; 214y = 0.59, p = 0.443, or location, F(;14) = 1.01,
p = 0.315, and no interaction, Fs = 1.55, ps > 0.21.

Evaluation

A 2 (Incumbent: Mike Dever vs. Matt Petty) x 2 (Location:
Fayetteville, AR vs. Bloomington, IN) ANOVA revealed a
significant main effect of incumbency on candidate preference,
F(1,107) = 7.03, p = 0.009, 95% CI for mean difference [0.19, 1.30].
Participants favored Dever when the incumbent (M = 4.48, SD
= 1.28), and favored Petty when he was the incumbent (M =
5.23, SD = 1.65). Neither location, F(1,107) = 1.40, p = 0.240, nor
its interaction with incumbency was significant, F(j 197 = 0.01, p
=0.927.

Questions

We fit a linear mixed model with random intercepts of
participant to estimate the fixed effects of question target
(status quo vs. alternative), question valence (positive vs.
negative), political candidate (Matt Petty vs. Mike Dever), location
(Fayetteville, AR vs. Bloomington, IN), and their interactions on
question selection. The model yielded a significant main effect
of question target, F(j 428y = 27.43, p < 0.001, but no effects of
question valence, F,428) = 0.62, p = 0.430, political candidate,
F(1,428) = 0.38, p = 0.541, or location, F(;48) = 0.00, p = 1.00.
Participants directed more questions at the challenger representing
change to an alternative (M = 1.44, SD = 0.78) than the incumbent
representing the status quo (M = 1.06, SD = 0.76), 95% CI
for difference [0.24, 0.52]. We observed uninteresting two-way
(Valence x Location), F(j 428) = 6.41, p = 0.012, three-way (Target
x Valence x Candidate), F(; 425y = 4.42, p = 0.036, and four-way
interactions, F(1 428) = 4.42, p = 0.036, that neither undermined the
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Standards

Alternative

FIGURE 2

bars: SEs.

Status Quo

Standards for justifying change to the challenger (alternative) vs. maintaining the incumbent (status quo) as a function of political candidate. Error

Political Candidate

Matt Petty
Mike Dever

main effect of question target nor provided theoretically-relevant
insights. Specifically, the proclivity to direct more questions at the
challenger varied in magnitude erratically depending on valence,
candidate, and election location.

Additionally, participants selected more positively than
negatively valanced questions for local (Fayetteville, AR: Ms =
1.37 vs. 1.13, SDs = 0.82 vs. 0.72), t = 2.32, p = 0.021, 95%
CI for difference [0.04, 0.45], compared to distant elections
(Bloomington, IN: Ms = 1.18 vs. 1.32, SDs = 0.80 vs. 0.80), t =
1.25, p = 0.213, 95% CI for difference [—0.33, 0.07]. No other
effects emerged, Fs < 1.71, ps > 0.192.

Correlations

Zero-order correlations among study variables are reported in
Table 1. We created an index of status quo preference by rescoring
evaluations with higher scores indicating stronger preference for
the incumbent over the challenger. Whereas status quo preference
was associated with higher standards for justifying change to the
alternative candidate, it was associated the lower standards for
the keeping the incumbent in place. Additionally, the tendency to
question the challenger more increased as the standards applied to
him increased but it was unrelated to status quo preference and
standards applied to the incumbent candidate.

Discussion

Study 2 data indicate that people set higher standards for
justifying change to an alternative than maintaining the status quo.
Participants required more vetting, more reasons, and stronger
reasons for supporting the challenger in a political election

Frontiers in Social Psychology

compared to when this same candidate represented the status
quo as the incumbent. Additionally, candidate evaluations shifted
to favor of whoever was the incumbent, and the higher one’s
preference for the incumbent, the more skewed the standards
disadvantaging the challenger. Although exploratory, relevance of
the election, by way of its location, did not influence standards or
evaluations. We also examined how higher standards for change
are related to how people approach seeking positive and negative
information about the status quo and its alternatives. Question
selection strategies followed a stable pattern: more questions
targeted the challenger than the incumbent, implying a strategy
of scrutinizing alternatives rather than confirmation bias favoring
the status quo. Moreover, higher standards for the challenger and
not lower standards for the incumbent predicted question selection
disparities. These data suggest that people raise the standards for
justifying change, more so than relax standards for maintaining
the status quo, and this directs people to prioritizing information
about alternatives in service of scrutinizing them. People intuit that
there are good reasons for what already is in place (Tworek and
Cimpian, 2016; Blanchar and Eidelman, 2021) but selectively ask
for more compelling justification for adopting new alternatives,
thereby raising the bar for change rather than lowering it for the
status quo.

Study 3

Much of status quo maintenance occurs on the front end, as
people seek certain types of information over others, selectively
scrutinize this information, and so on. But what happens when
people are presented with information that is incontrovertibly
contrary to upholding the status quo? What if the evidence is
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TABLE 1 Zero-order correlations among variables in Study 2.

10.3389/frsps.2024.1360377

Variable M (SD) 1 2 3 4 )

1. Status quo preference 5.37 (1.48) —

2. Standards—alternative 6.05 (1.41) 0.36*** —

3. Standards—status quo 4.98 (1.45) —0.22* —0.06 —

4., Standards difference score 1.06 (2.08) 0.40*** 0.72%* —0.74%** —

5. Questions—alternative 2.88 (0.84) —0.06 —0.30%** 0.09 —0.26™* —

6. Questions—status quo 2.12(0.84) 0.06 0.30*** —0.09 0.26** —1.00%**

Standards difference scores reflect relatively higher standards for the alternatives representing change.

4D < 0.001.
p <001,
*p <0.05.

mixed or ambiguous? The standards advantage allotted to the status
quo should play a role here, too. Holding alternatives to higher
standards should result in different conclusions when evidence
is held constant. In Study 3, we manipulated which version of a
city ordinance represented the status quo and measured standards
for and preferences between the alternative and status quo. After
which, participants considered evidence that favored the status
quo, evidence that favored the alternative, or mixed evidence and
indicated the relative justification for retaining the status quo
vs. enacting change to the alternative and provided their final
evaluation. We anticipated that participants would specify higher
standards for the alternative than status quo and evaluate the status
quo more favorably than its alternative. We also predicted that
they would interpret evidence differently depending on which city
ordinance represented the status quo. Whereas, mixed evidence
should garner justification for whatever is currently in place,
evidence favoring one city ordinance over the other should be
judged as sufficient justification for upholding the status quo but
insufficient for justifying change to the alternative.

Method

Participants

We recruited 130 undergraduate volunteers (64 female, two
unknown; My, = 19.71, SD = 1.92) on the University of
Arkansas’s campus.

Procedure

A research assistant approached students on campus and
offered candy in exchange for completing a survey concerning
city ordinances. Participants read that the law currently allowed
or prohibited billboards within the city limits of Fayetteville, AR?;
they were informed some people wanted to change this law, while
others wanted to keep things the same. Participants then indicated
the standards for the status quo (e.g., “The existing law would need

2 The city of Fayetteville prohibited billboards within its city limits at the
time of data collection, but adjacent areas did not. Therefore, participants
could not recall any instances of billboards with certainty. Participants were
not familiar with the law, and none expressed suspicion about the accuracy

of study materials.
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to be heavily vetted to keep it in place;” three items, o = 0.79)
and alternative (e.g., “The alternative law would need to be heavily
vetted before switching to it;” three items, @ = 0.68) and provided
their evaluations of which city ordinance was likely most “good,”
“right,” and “the way things ought to be” (1 = prohibit billboards, 9
= allow billboards; & = 0.88).

After responding to the aforementioned items, participants
were shown a table summarizing evidence along eight categories
from what was said to be a preliminary investigation into whether
the city should prohibit or allow billboards. The evidence was
varied such that it favored prohibiting billboards (four categories
supported prohibiting, two supported allowing, two were neutral),
it favored allowing billboards (four categories supported allowing,
two supported prohibiting, two were neutral), or was mixed (three
categories supported prohibiting, three supported allowing, two
neutral). Participants then indicated their agreement (1 = strongly
disagree, 9 = strongly agree) with two items asking whether the
evidence justified keeping and changing the current law (“The
existing law meets the requirements needed to justify keeping it

»

in place,” “The alternative law meets the requirements needed to
justify switching to it”). Finally, participants provided their final
recommendation for which ordinance they “supported,” “favored,”
and “wanted in place” (1 = prohibit billboards, 9 = allow billboards;

a =0.98).

Results

Standards

We fit a linear mixed model with random intercepts of
participant to estimate the fixed effects of existing policy (status
quo vs. alternative), city ordinance (allow vs. prohibit billboards),
and their interaction term on standards setting. This model yielded
a significant main effect of existing policy, F(1256) = 30.42, p <
0.001 (Figure 3). Participants set higher standards for justifying
change to the alternative city ordinance (M = 5.87, SD = 1.57)
than maintaining the incumbent representing the status quo (M
= 4.74, SD = 1.73), 95% CI for difference [0.72, 1.53]. There
was no main effect of city ordinance, F(; 56 = 1.85, p = 0.175,
nor did city ordinance interact with status quo, F(; 256) = 0.53, p
= 0.466.
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Standards

Alternative

FIGURE 3

Status Quo

Standards for justifying change to the alternative vs. maintaining the status quo as a function of city ordinance (Study 3). Error bars: SEs.

City Ordinance

Prohibit
Allow

Pre-evidence evaluation

An independent-samples ¢-test indicated that pre-evidence
evaluations favored prohibiting billboards when it represented the
status quo (M = 4.73, SD = 2.11) and shifted to favor allowing
billboards when it represented the status quo (M = 5.65, SD =
2.14), t(128) = 2.45, p = 0.016, 95% CI for difference [0.18, 1.65].

Justification

Perceived justification for keeping vs. changing the status quo
was analyzed via a linear mixed model with random intercepts of
participant to estimate the fixed effects of existing policy (status
quo vs. alternative), evidence condition (favors status quo vs. favors
alternative vs. mixed), city ordinance (allow vs. prohibit billboards),
and their interactions. This model revealed a significant main effect
of existing policy, F(; 245y = 13.83, p < 0.001, but it was qualified
by the predicted existing policy by evidence condition interaction,
F2,248) = 9.20, p < 0.001 (Figure 4). Keeping the status quo in place
garnered more justification than change to the alternative when
evidence favored the status quo (Ms = 6.23 vs. 4.19, SDs = 1.63
and 1.72), t = 4.97, p < 0.001, 95% CI for difference [1.24, 2.88],
and when the evidence was mixed (Ms = 5.95 vs. 4.95, SDs = 2.07
and 2.20), t = 2.37, p = 0.019, 95% CI for difference [0.17, 1.84].
In contrast, participants judged evidence favoring the alternative as
providing equivalent justification for the keeping the status quo (M
= 4.89, SD = 1.82) and enacting change to the alternative (M =
5.28,S8D = 2.02), t = 1.00, p = 0.318, 95% CI for difference [—1.19,
0.39]. Moreover, perceived justification for change to the alternative
was lower when evidence favored change (M = 5.28, SD = 2.02)
compared to the perceived justification for keeping the status quo
when this same evidence instead favored the status quo (M = 6.23,
SD = 1.63), t = 2.31, p = 0.022, 95% CI for difference [0.14, 1.74].
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There were no main effects of evidence condition, F(; 543y = 0.73, p
= 0.481, or city ordinance, F(1,048) = 1.46, p = 0.228, nor did any
other interactions emerge, Fs < 1.09, ps > 0.339.

Post-evidence evaluation

Post-evidence evaluations were submitted to a 2 (existing
policy: prohibit, allow) x 3 (evidence: favors status quo,
favors alternative, mixed) between-subjects ANOVA. This analysis
revealed a significant main effect of existing policy, F(1124) = 4.61,
p = 0.034, but it was qualified by a marginally significant existing
policy by evidence condition interaction, F(,,124) = 2.96, p = 0.055.
Those exposed to mixed and status quo affirming evidence favored
prohibiting billboards when it represented the status quo (Ms =
4.33 and 4.06, SDs = 2.82 and 2.32) and shifted to favor allowing
billboards when it represented the status quo (Ms = 6.13 and 5.75,
SDs = 2.33 and 2.75), ts = 2.23 and 2.14, ps = 0.028 and 0.034,
95% CIs for differences [0.20, 3.39] and [0.13, 3.24]. However, when
evidence favored change, preferences were unaffected by which
city ordinance represented the status quo (Mpyonipit = 5.49, SD =
241 vs. Mjiow = 4.92, SD = 2.81), t = 0.74, p = 0.462, 95% CI
for difference [—2.07, 0.94]. There was no main effect of evidence
condition, F(5,154) = 0.21, p = 0.808.

Correlations

Zero-order correlations among study variables are reported
in Table 2. Indexes of status quo preference were computed
by rescoring evaluations with higher scores indicating stronger
preference for the current city ordinance compared to its
alternative. Higher standards for the alternative vs. status quo
was associated with stronger status quo preference. Finally, higher
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FIGURE 4

Justification for the alternative and status quo as a function of evidence (Study 3). Error bars: SEs.

Favors Status Quo

standards for the alternative, but not lower standards for the status
quo, predicted relatively greater justification for retaining the status
quo over change to the alternative.

Discussion

In Study 3, people once again set higher standards for changing
compared to maintaining the status quo. Irrespective of whether
billboard advertisements were allowed or prohibited, participants
indicated that the alternative city ordinance required more vetting,
more reasons, and stronger reasons to justify it replacing the
current city ordinance. Participants also evaluated the status quo
more favorably, and the stronger their preference for the status quo,
the higher the standards they put in place for justifying change to
the alternative. Interpretations of evidence, experimentally varied
to favor maintaining the status quo, changing to the alternative,
or to present a mixed portrait, conformed to higher standards
for alternatives, such that the same exact evidence favoring one
city ordinance over the other was judged as strong justification
when it represented maintaining the status quo but insufficient
when it represented change to the alternative. Mixed evidence was
interpreted as clear justification for whichever city ordinance was
allegedly in place. Because of the higher standards for justifying
change, alternatives must be backed by much more evidence;
otherwise, the status quo maintains.

Small scale meta-analyses

To evaluate the robustness of higher standards for changing
than maintaining the status quo, we employed the “metaphor”
package in R (Viechtbauer, 2010) to calculate a mean-weighted
meta-analytic effect size for the standardized difference between
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means (Cohen’s d unbiased; see Cumming, 2012) via a random-
effects model with 95% prediction intervals (PIs). We also meta-
analyzed the linear relationship (Pearson’s r) between status
quo preference and higher standards for change. Finally, we
calculated a mean-weighted meta-analytic effect size for the
standardized difference between means in the frequency of
questions scrutinizing vs. the status quo and for a valence
asymmetry in questions likely to reveal more favorable information
about the status quo vs. unfavorable information about its
alternative. These meta-analyses included effect sizes from seven
additional samples we collected but do not report in detail (to
avoid redundancy; for details, see Supplementary material).® The
results are presented in Table 3, indicating medium-to-large effect
sizes for higher standards for alternatives representing change, d
= 0.69 [0.56, 0.81], and its relationship with preference for the
status quo, r = 0.39 [0.31,0.46], respectively (ks = 7, total Ns
= 535 and 533). Additionally, we found strong and consistent
evidence for questions scrutinizing change to the alternative, d
= 1.17 [0.82, 1.52], and no evidence for a valence asymmetry in
questions reflecting confirmation bias, d = 0.03 [—0.12, 0.17] (ks
= 5, total Ns = 285). These meta-analyses include all data we
collected for this research program and affirm the stability and
robustness of a bias requiring more justification for change than
status quo maintenance.

3 The three studies presented in this paper were conducted as follow-up
investigations to seven earlier studies. These earlier studies recruited smaller
sample sizes (Ns = 28-100) and contained either our measure of standards
setting or the question-selection task, but not both (except for the smallest
study: Sample 7, N = 28). We decided to present the three larger and more
complete studies in detail and to report the effects of the seven additional
samples via small scale meta-analyses (see Table 3). All materials and data

are available online via Open Science Framework.
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TABLE 2 Zero-order correlations among variables in Study 3.

10.3389/frsps.2024.1360377

Variable M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. SQ preference (T1) 5.45(2.13) —

2. Standards—alternative 5.87 (1.57) 0.33%+* —

3. Standards—status quo 4.74 (1.73) —0.22* —0.05 —

4. Stds. difference score 1.13 (2.39) 0.38%** 0.69*** —0.76*** —

5. Justification—alternative 4.82 (2.03) —0.31%* —0.17* 0.19% —0.25** —

6. Justification—status quo 5.67 (1.92) 0.34%+* 0.20* —0.03 0.15 —0.31%** —

7. Just. difference score 0.85(3.19) 0.40*** 0.23** —0.13 0.24** —0.82%** 0.80*** —
8. SQ preference (T2) 5.46 (2.59) 0.77"* 0.29%%* —0.14 0.29%** —0.28" 0.34%* 0.39%%*

SQ refers to status quo. T1 and T2, respectively, refer to pre-evidence (Time 1) and post-evidence (Time 2) evaluations. Standards difference scores reflect relatively higher standards for the

alternatives representing change. Justification difference scores reflect greater perceived justification for keeping vs. changing the status quo.

D < 0,001,
*p <001,
*p < 0.05.

TABLE 3 Meta-analytic effect sizes of higher standards for change, the relationship between status quo preference and higher standards for change,
more frequent questions scrutinizing change, and valence asymmetry in questions that targeting alternatives vs. the status quo.

Domain

change
(Cohen’s d)

Higher
standards for

Questions:
valence
asymmetry

(Cohen's d)

Questions:
scrutinizing
change

(Cohen's d)

Relationship
with status quo
preference

(Pearson’s r)

Study 1 90 Institutional requirement 0.70 [0.42, 0.98] 0.29 [0.10, 0.48]
Study 2 111 Political election 0.74 [0.45, 1.03] 0.40 [0.24, 0.55) 0.91 [0.52, 1.29] 0.01 [—0.20,0.21]
Study 3 130 City ordinance 0.68 [0.42, 0.94] 0.38 [0.23, 0.53]

Additional samples

Sample 4 46 Institutional requirement 0.82[0.34, 1.29] 0.40 [0.16, 0.65]

Sample 5 30 Political election 1.11 [0.54, 1.68] 0.34 [0.02, 0.66]

Sample 6 100 Economic policy 0.55[0.27, 0.84] 0.43[0.27, 0.59]

Sample 7 28 Institutional requirement | 0.45 [—0.03,0.92] 0.49 [0.19, 0.79] 1.28 [0.46 2.10] 0.13 [—0.45, 0.70]
Sample 8 49 Institutional requirement 1.41 [0.79, 2.03] 0.26 [—0.11, 0.63]
Sample 9 59 Institutional requirement 1.45 [0.89, 2.02] —0.21[—0.58,0.17]
Sample 10 40 Political election 1.08 [0.43, 1.74] 0.04 [—0.35, 0.42]

Meta-analytic effect

0.69 [0.56, 0.81]

0.39 [0.31, 0.46] 1.17 [0.82, 1.52] 0.03[—0.12,0.17]

Total N = 535

Total N = 533 Total N = 285 Total N = 285

Random-effects models were calculated with mean-weighted meta-analytic effect sizes and reported with 95% prediction intervals (PIs). Tests for heterogeneity (Cochran’s Q) were not

significant, Qs < 4.38, ps > 0.488. Bold indicates meta-analytic effect sizes.

General discussion

Three studies demonstrate that alternatives to the status quo
are subjected to higher standards. Participants indicated that the
standards necessary to justify changing an existing institutional
requirement (Study 1), a sitting incumbent politician (Study 2),
and an established city ordinance (Study 3) are higher than
those necessary to maintain it. In each study, who or what
represented the status quo and its alternative were experimentally
varied; the content of the alternative did not matter, only that it
represented change from the existing state of affairs. This work
advances our understanding of status bias by highlighting not
just the tendency to favor the status quo, but also the increased
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rigor and justification required for considering and adopting
social change.

We also repeatedly found that the more people preferred the
status quo, the higher the standards they set for its alternative.
However, this does not appear to be a prerequisite. In Study
1, participants instituted higher standards for change despite
not evaluating the status quo more favorably. We suggest that
the standards effect may not solely hinge on perceiving the
status quo as superior, although a preference for the status quo
should undoubtedly reinforce it. Instead, the imposition of higher
standards for change stems from assumptions people make about
the status quo relative to its alternatives. People exhibit caution
toward change, often viewing what is familiar and established as
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safer. The adage “better the devil you know than the devil you
don’t” captures this sentiment, underscoring the reluctance to
embrace uncertainties associated with change. Altering the status
quo requires overcoming a significant and higher threshold, as it
involves justifying the departure from the familiar and proven.
Nevertheless, additional research is needed to fully understand the
mechanisms driving this effect and to determine the conditions
under which higher standards for change are consistently applied.

Raising standards for justifying change

Several lines of evidence suggest that higher standards for
change is more about raising criteria for alternatives than lowering
them for the status quo. In Study 1, participants set higher
standards for whichever degree requirement represented change
to an alternative but set comparable standards for each degree
requirement in the control condition when no true status quo
existed. Importantly, the standards applied to both options in
the control condition were equivalent to those standards applied
to the status quo option in the comparison conditions. This
suggests that standards were raised when the target was an
alternative representing change from the status quo. In Study 2,
standards for justifying change to a challenger running for public
office were positively associated with more questions scrutinizing
him compared to those directed at the incumbent representing
the status quo but standards for retaining the incumbent
were unrelated to question selections. People appear to elevate
standards when justifying change compared to easing standards for
maintaining the status quo, as evidenced by their discerning and
selective prioritization of information about alternatives—a pattern
predicted by one set of standards but not the other.

Consequences for seeking and interpreting
evidence

When confronted with the prospect of change, people primarily
search for information about alternatives rather than the status
quo. We repeatedly observed this phenomenon in the contexts
of a political election (Study 2; see also Sample 10) and an
institutional requirement (Samples 7-9). Our experimental design
involved systematically varying which option served as the status
quo vs. its alternative, while keeping the descriptions provided to
participants constant. Whichever option was said to represent the
alternative was prioritized in the search for information. Contrary
to a confirmation bias strategy, we never once found valence
differences in the questions participants selected about the status
quo vs. its alternative.

Because people hold favorable assumptions about the status quo
and its reasons for existence (Eidelman and Crandall, 2014; Tworek
and Cimpian, 2016; Blanchar and Eidelman, 2021), they are more
skeptical of untested alternatives and require higher standards for
change. This promotes a biased search of information in the service
of scrutinizing alternatives. As noted by Dawson et al. (2002),
“demanding such a strict standard of evidence typically leads
to a relatively thorough search through all relevant information,
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maximizing the chances that any flaws or limitations of the data will
be spotted. Thus, people who are motivated to reject an unpalatable
proposition may well find cause for doing so” (p. 1380). For
instance, scholars report that when Supreme Court Justices direct
more questions to one side of a case, that side most often loses their
case (Johnson et al., 2009).

Once the search for information is complete, people must
weigh the evidence and decide to retain the status quo or
enact change to an alternative. However, this process is far from
objective. In Study 3, participants considered evidence varying in
its support for whether their city should prohibit vs. allow billboard
advertisements; simultaneously, the designation of which option
represented the status quo was varied. Mixed evidence was reliably
interpreted as greater justification for maintaining the status quo
over change; people came to see the evidence as more supportive of
whichever city ordinance was said to represent the status quo.

In two other conditions, the evidence distinctly favored
one option over the other, but objectivity remained elusive.
Discrepancies emerged in participants’ judgments when the
evidence supported either the status quo or its alternative. Evidence
that overtly favored the status quo was duly acknowledged; a
city ordinance prohibiting billboards was deemed superior and
more justified when it represented the status quo, and the same
held for an ordinance allowing billboards when it represented
the status quo. However, participants did not unilaterally align
with evidence overtly favoring the alternative; they construed this
evidence as affording comparable levels of justification for both
the alternative and status quo. Notably, the quantity and strength
of evidence across these two conditions remained identical; our
manipulation involved varying which city ordinance represented
the status quo vs. its alternative, and the content of each had
no impact on participants’ responses. They interpreted the same
evidence differently based on which city ordinance was allegedly in
place, and the higher the standards for the alternative, the less likely
participants were to interpret evidence supporting the alternative
as sufficient justification for change. Because of higher standards
in place for justifying change vs. maintaining the status quo,
alternatives must be backed by much more evidence; otherwise, the
status quo maintains.

Theoretical and practical implications

A common thread of our research is the recognition that social
change is difficult, and people will need to work harder to create
change than they would otherwise need to preserve the status
quo. These ideas, which provide avenues for future work, are
supported by research showing that people match their effort to task
demands, working harder for goals they perceive as more difficult
to obtain (Kukla, 1972; Wright et al., 1986; Brehm and Self, 1989).
To the extent that people recognize the extra barriers that arise
from higher standards for change, they may expend more effort,
time, and resources in pursuit of change than to stay the course.
This perspective complements existing psychological theories of
resistance to social change. For instance, Jost (2019) affirms that,
“system justification theory does not suggest that social change
is impossible, only that it is difficult—for psychological as well
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as other reasons” (p. 284). System justification theory emphasizes
epistemic, existential, and relational needs, and uncertainty and risk
associated with change to an unfamiliar alternative is threatening
(Jost et al., 2007; Hennes et al., 2012). Hence, advocates of social
change have a taller task than those striving to defend the status
quo (Jost et al., 2017; Friesen et al., 2019; Blanchar and Eidelman,
2021).

Limitations

Although our studies provide insight into the difficulty of
enacting change, several limitations should be acknowledged.
For one, our studies were not preregistered. We highlight our
commitment to transparency by including data from all studies
(k = 10) we conducted within this program of research, and our
findings and effect sizes were clear and consistent throughout.
Additionally, the sample sizes secured in our studies were relatively
small-to-modest in size. Utilizing within-subjects designs for the
key comparisons between the status quo and alternative alleviates
some concern, as does computing meta-analytic effect sizes across
all samples. All our studies were conducted in the United States
with non-representative, college student samples. Whether our
results generalize to other populations remains to be tested. Finally,
while we investigated four very distinct domains, when including
our additional samples, there are many others. Surely some
situations and contexts would reveal boundary conditions, such
as when the status quo is truly intolerable, people are motivated
partisans that identify with a movement for social change, or
people are area experts that possess a well of knowledge and
experience to draw from. These considerations provide avenues for
future research.

Concluding remarks

Due to positive assumptions about the status quo and its
underlying reasons for existence, people tend to approach untested
alternatives with skepticism, demanding higher standards for
change. While previous investigations of status quo maintenance
have emphasized people’s justification and defense of the status
quo, we emphasize the difficult task of justifying change. When
something represents change from what is already established, the
goal posts are moved back and the task of reaching sufficient
justification becomes harder. This facilitates critical scrutiny of
alternatives and skews interpretations of evidence. Sanctioning
change requires justification, greater so than maintaining the
status quo.
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