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Abstract

Belief in free will has been shown to positively associate with socially desirable
behaviors and outcomes, such as meaning and satisfaction. However,
studies have not focused exclusively on the beliefs of incompatibilist free
will skeptics. Such skeptics may have different interpretations about what it
means to disbelieve in free will than participants typically classified as free
will disbelievers. Across three studies including a manipulation (total N =
620), the research examined the relationship between belief in free will and
meaning and satisfaction in incompatibilist free will skeptics. Studies | and
2 found no differences in meaning and satisfaction between incompatibilist
free will skeptics and participants believing more strongly in free will. Study
3 found that participants manipulated to disbelieve in free will perceived life
to be significantly less meaningful and satisfactory than incompatibilist free
will skeptics. Moreover, incompatibilist free will skeptics did not perceive
life to be less meaningful and satisfactory than a control condition possessing
significantly stronger belief in free will. Therefore, the negative outcomes
associated with weaker belief in free will may not be applicable to all free will
disbelievers. Although a life full of meaning and satisfaction is important for
well-being, believing in free will is not, at least not for some, an important
contributor.
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Background

Whether people have free will has been philosophically contested for centu-
ries. Libertarians take the position that people have free will and (some)
choices are not determined. Determinism, which is often contrasted with free
will, assumes behavior is caused by physical laws and environmental factors.
This universal governance also operates over thoughts, deliberation, and
rational processes, rendering free will merely an illusion (Wegner, 2004).
Compatibilists believe free will is compatible with a causally deterministic
universe. Incompatibilists believe determinism and free will cannot coexist
in the same universe. Representing a family of views, incompatibilist skep-
tics of free will disbelieve in free will and instead believe that actions, choices,
and thoughts are a consequence of factors beyond a person’s control (Caruso,
2012, 2019; Pereboom, 2001; Sapolsky, 2023). The focus of the present
research is on such incompatibilist free will skeptics.

Implications

The moral and ethical implications about the presence or absence of free will
have been recently debated (e.g., Cave, 2016; Chivers, 2010; Griffin, 2016).
A major concern is that an absence of free will could lead to people abandon-
ing responsibility and acting as one wishes (Cave, 2016; Shariff & Vohs,
2014). People may become less motivated to exert self-control and regulate
thoughts and behaviors (Baumeister et al., 2009; Rigoni et al., 2012).
Furthermore, moral responsibility and the legal system depend on the pres-
ence of free will. Given these gloomy consequences, it may be better for
people to believe in free will (Vohs & Schooler, 2008). Others have argued
against such implications. In fact, disbelief in free will could result in greater
empathy being shown toward underprivileged minorities (Miles, 2013) and
reduced punitiveness (Carey, 2009).

To put this to the test, researchers in social psychology and experimental
philosophy have recently examined the consequences of believing in free
will. Correlational and experimental work has demonstrated belief in free
will to be positively associated with achievement (Feldman et al., 2016), job
performance (Stillman et al., 2010), autonomy (Alquist et al., 2013), perse-
verance (J. Li et al., 2018), gratitude (MacKenzie et al., 2014), helpfulness
(Baumeister et al., 2009), conformity (Moynihan et al., 2019), and less risky
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behaviors (St Quinton et al., 2022; Vonasch et al., 2017). Although this sug-
gests that positive outcomes are always associated with belief in free will,
there is also evidence indicating that weaker free will beliefs are associated
with greater humility (Earp et al., 2018) and empathy toward offenders
(Shariff et al., 2014), and reduced immoral behavior (Caspar et al., 2017) and
punishment (Clark et al., 2014; Krueger et al., 2014).

Free Will, Meaning, and Satisfaction

Two important contributors to well-being are meaning in life and life satis-
faction (Martela & Sheldon, 2019; Tov & Lee, 2016). Meaning in life com-
prises two dimensions: the presence of meaning and the search for meaning
(Steger et al., 2009). The presence of meaning reflects the significance and
purpose a person perceives to have in their life. The search for meaning
reflects the extent to which a person is trying to develop the significance and
purpose of their life. Life satisfaction reflects the extent to which an individ-
ual is satisfied with their life on the whole (Diener et al., 1999).

Research has shown belief in free will to relate to both meaning in life and
life satisfaction. Bergner and Ramon (2013) and Moynihan et al. (2017)
found a positive correlation between belief in free will and the presence of
meaning. Crescioni et al. (2016) found that reducing participants’ belief in
free will led to a reduction in meaning in life. Similarly, Moynihan et al.
(2019) found participants reading anti-free will text perceived life to be sig-
nificantly less meaningful than participants reading text advocating free will.
Although focus has been given more to the presence of meaning, there is
evidence indicating belief in free will is also associated with the search for
meaning. Zhao et al. (2024) found not only that free will belief positively
predicted the presence of meaning after controlling for the search for mean-
ing, but that the reverse was also true; belief in free will positively predicted
the search for meaning when controlling for the presence of meaning.
Similarly, P. J. Li and Wong (2020) found belief in determinism was posi-
tively associated with depressive symptoms through its positive association
with the search for meaning.

Similar to meaning in life, a number of studies have found a positive rela-
tionship between belief in free will and life satisfaction (e.g., Bergner &
Ramon, 2013; Crescioni et al., 2016; C. Li et al., 2017; Zhao & Huo, 2022).
For example, when examining the association between free will beliefs and a
number of self-constructs, such as self-control, self-efficacy, and life satisfac-
tion, Crescioni et al. (2016) found participants believing more strongly in free
will were also more satisfied with their life. Belief in free will therefore
appears to be positively associated with meaning in life and life satisfaction.
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These relations can be explained in a number of ways. People believing
that life is under volitional control could be more likely to perceive it as
meaningful and satisfying (MacKenzie & Baumeister, 2014). In contrast,
believing causes outside of the individual drive behavior could threaten these
perceptions (Zhao et al., 2024). Belief in free will may facilitate perceptions
of autonomy (Alquist et al., 2013; Ryan & Deci, 2000), goal setting (Crescioni
et al., 2016), conscious thought (Stillman et al., 2011), and belongingness
(Moynihan et al., 2017), which could also lead to a more meaningful and
satisfactory life. These outcomes may also be strengthened by the relation-
ship between free will and perceptions of choice (Feldman et al., 2014). That
is, a life with greater choices can become more meaningful and satisfactory
(Camus, 1942/1965; Sartre, 1943/1956).

Disregarding the Views of Skeptics?

Given disbelief in free will appears to negatively influence life’s meaning and
satisfaction, one should be in favor of believing in free will. Therefore,
despite the fact free will could be illusory (Wegner, 2004), it would make
sense to withhold this information from the public and, instead, promote the
idea of free will (Vohs & Schooler, 2008). However, it can be questioned
whether research associated with belief in free will has actually considered
the views of incompatibilist free will skeptics (Tegtmeier, 2024). There are a
number of reasons why such skeptics may have been neglected. First, layper-
sons’ interpretation of free will concerns the presence of conscious delibera-
tion and choice (Feldman et al., 2014; Monroe & Malle, 2010). This definition
is, of course, different to that of a free will skeptic who requires freedom from
prior causal processes (Caruso, 2012, 2019). This has implications for the
findings purportedly representative of those harboring doubts about free will.
That is, participants categorized as free will disbelievers would be question-
ing the role of choice and deliberation. Since this is not contested by free will
skeptics, findings cannot be attributed to them. Second, people generally
assume that they have free will or, at the very least, take a compatibilist posi-
tion in favor of free will (Baumeister & Brewer, 2012; Nahmias et al., 2005).
Therefore, participants in correlational or manipulation studies need not rep-
resent the views of free will skeptics. Third, the extent to which participants’
belief in free will is weakened in manipulation studies can be questioned
(Blackmore & Troscianko, 2018). Despite successful manipulation checks, it
is doubtful that participants fully appreciate the consequences of disbelieving
in free will (Tegtmeier, 2024). If this is the case, participants demonstrating
weaker belief in free will could have different interpretations about what a
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lack of free will entails than individuals with a conceptually different under-
standing of free will. Finally, some manipulation studies have tended to con-
found free will skepticism with distinct philosophical categories, such as
scientific reductionism (Caruso, 2019) and dualism (Nadelhoffer & Wright,
2018). Manipulations may therefore not accord with free will skeptic ideas.

If research has neglected the views of incompatibilist free will skeptics
and their views differ to participants typically classified as free will disbe-
lievers, this would have important consequences for studies purportedly rep-
resentative of those disbelieving in free will. For example, the negative
outcomes associated with a disbelief in free will may not be applicable to
incompatibilist free will skeptics. Indeed, some have queried why belief in
free will is necessary for a meaningful and purposeful life (e.g., Caruso,
2019; Harris, 2012; Pereboom, 2014). Pereboom (2014) argues that a per-
son’s meaning would be unaffected by taking a skeptical position. Similarly,
using a qualitative approach and focusing exclusively on free will skeptics,
Tegtmeier (2024) found participants did not believe their views about the
absence of free will affected life’s meaning.

Research Aim

Belief in free will has been shown to be positively associated with outcomes
including meaning in life and satisfaction. However, these studies may have
neglected the views of incompatibilist free will skeptics who could have dif-
ferent views about the consequences of disbelief in free will to participants
typically classified as free will disbelievers. The aim of the present research
was to test the relationship between meaning and satisfaction in incompati-
bilist free will skeptics.

Study |

The purpose of Study 1 was to understand whether any differences exist in
perceptions of meaning in life and satisfaction between incompatibilist free
will skeptics and laypeople. Because laypeople generally believe in free will
(Baumeister & Brewer, 2012; Nahmias et al., 2005) and belief in free will
should be positively associated with greater meaning and satisfaction, it fol-
lows that laypeople would score significantly higher on these outcomes than
incompatibilist free will skeptics. However, if the views of skeptics have
been ignored and their perceptions differ to that of participants typically cat-
egorized as free will disbelievers, it would instead be expected that no differ-
ences between skeptics and laypeople would be found.
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Method

Participants and Procedure. Participants were recruited using social media
advertisements and announcements on free will forums. After clicking the
link in the advert, participants were directed to the study hosted on Qualtrics.
The first page had detailed information about the study and those happy to
participate provided informed consent. Participants were then provided with
a definition of an incompatibilist free will skeptic and asked whether they
agreed with the assertions (Yes/No). Participants then completed measures of
demographics (age, gender, and nationality), belief in free will, presence of
meaning, search for meaning, and life satisfaction. Upon completion, partici-
pants were debriefed and thanked for their time. The study required partici-
pants to be at least 18 years of age. A total of 220 participants completed
study measures (males = 129, females = 91; M, =125.29,8D = 6.62; Brit-
ish = 116, U.S. American = 93, other = 11). All studies presented in this
article received full ethical approval.

Measures. Participants completed demographic measures of age, gender, and
nationality. The five-item Free Will subscale from the Free Will Inventory
(Nadelhoffer et al., 2014) was used to measure belief in free will (e.g., “People
always have free will”; 1 = strongly agree to 7 = strongly disagree; o. = .81).
Taken from the Meaning in Life Questionnaire (Steger et al., 20006), five items
assessed the presence of meaning (e.g., “My life has a clear sense of purpose”;
1 = absolutely untrue to 7 = absolutely true; o. = .78) and five items assessed
the search for meaning (e.g., “I am looking for something that makes my life
feel meaningful”; 1 = absolutely untrue to 7 = absolutely true; a. = .76). The
five-item Satisfaction With Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985) was used to mea-
sure satisfaction (e.g., “In most ways my life is close to my ideal”; 1 = strongly
disagree to 7 = strongly agree; o. = .77). Responses were separately averaged
across the belief in free will, search for meaning, presence of meaning, and
satisfaction items to produce composite belief in free will, search for meaning,
presence of meaning, and satisfaction scores, respectively.

Analyses. First, based on responses to the incompatibilist free will skeptic
item, participants were first categorized as an incompatibilist free will skeptic
(those responding “Yes”) or a layperson (those responding “No”). Descrip-
tive statistics were then conducted on the demographic items of age, gender,
and nationality. Following this, differences in demographics between the
groups were checked using an independent 7 test and chi-square tests. Finally,
a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted with belief in
free will, satisfaction, presence of meaning, and search for meaning as the
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Table 1. Study | and Study 2 Means and Standard Deviations.

Study | (N = 220) Study 2 (N = 186)
Incompatibilist Layperson  Incompatibilist Layperson
free will skeptic group free will skeptic group
Variable group (n = 105)  (n = 115)  group (n = 87) (n=199)
Free will belief 1.17 (0.25) 4.74 (1.99) 1.42 (0.52) 4.65 (1.94)
Presence of 3.95 (1.68) 4.34 (1.94) 3.80 (1.64) 4.06 (1.93)
meaning
Satisfaction 3.98 (1.77) 4.37 (1.81) 3.68 (1.66) 3.93 (1.81)
Search for 4.34 (1.81) 4.75 (1.98) 4.19 (1.80) 4.26 (1.95)
meaning

dependent variables and the group (incompatibilist free will skeptic vs. lay-
person) as the independent variable. All data presented in this article were
analyzed using SPSS v29.

Results

The incompatibilist free will skeptic group comprised 105 participants (males
= 67, females = 38; Mage = 25.70, SD = 6.28; British = 53, U.S. American
= 44, other = 8) and the layperson group 115 (males = 62, females = 53;
Mage = 24.92, SD = 6.92; British = 63, U.S. American = 49, other = 3). No
differences in age, #(218) = .87, p = .38, gender, ¥ (1, N = 120) = 2.21,p
= .13, and nationality, 3> (2, N = 120) = 2.95, p = .22, were observed
between the two groups.

MANOVA revealed a significant main effect of group, F' (4, 215) = 69.83;
Wilks” A = .43, p < .001; npz = .56. Specifically, the incompatibilist free
will skeptic group had significantly weaker belief in free will (M = 1.17, SD
= 0.25) than the layperson group (M = 4.74, SD = 1.99), F (1, 218) =
277.36, p < .001, npz = .56. Crucially, there were no significant differences
between the groups in relation to the presence of meaning, F'(1,218) = 2.41,
p = .12,m? = .01, the search for meaning, ' (1,218) = 2.47,p = .11,n * =
.01, and satisfaction, F' (1, 218) = 2.52, p = .11, npz = .01. Descriptive
means and standard deviations can be seen in Table 1.

Discussion

The study found that, despite having significantly weaker belief in free will,
incompatibilist free will skeptics had similar perceptions of meaning and sat-



8 Journal of Humanistic Psychology 00(0)

isfaction as the layperson sample. This provides some evidence that disbe-
lieving in free will need not make life less meaningful and satisfactory.

A limitation of Study 1 was that participants were recruited through free
will forums. Such participants may have unique perceptions about free will
and therefore might not represent the broader views of the layperson or
incompatibilist free will skeptic. Therefore, the purpose of Study 2 was to
replicate these effects using an alternative recruitment strategy.

Study 2

Participants and Procedure

Participants were invited to participate online using Amazon’s Mechanical
Turk, a popular participant recruitment platform. After registering for the
study, participants clicked a link to a Qualtrics survey where they read par-
ticipant information and provided consent to participate. Following this, par-
ticipants completed study measures and were then debriefed and thanked for
their time. Participants were compensated with a payment of U.S.$0.50. A
total of 186 participants took part in the study (males = 112, females = 74;
M, = 26.66, SD = 6.32; British = 99, U.S. American = 78, other = 9).

Measures

The same measures were adopted as used in Study 1.

Analyses

The same analyses were conducted as that undertaken in Study 1.

Results

The incompatibilist free will skeptic group comprised 87 participants (males
= 57, females = 30; Mage = 27.37, SD = 5.94; British = 44, U.S. American
= 36, other = 7) and the layperson group 99 (males = 55, females = 44;
Mage = 26.03, SD = 6.61; British = 55, U.S. American = 42, other = 2). No
differences in age (¢ [184] = 1.45, p = .14), gender (¥*[1, N = 186] = 1.91,
p = .16), and nationality (x> [2, N = 186] = 3.70, p = .15) were observed
between the two groups.

MANOVA revealed a significant main effect of group, F' (4, 181) = 56.77;
Wilks” A = .44, p < .001; npz = .55. Specifically, the incompatibilist free
will skeptic group had significantly weaker belief in free will (M = 1.42, SD



St Quinton 9

= 0.52) than the layperson group (M = 4.65, SD = 1.94),
F(1,184) =224.83,p <.001, np2 = .55. Crucially, there were no significant
differences between the groups in relation to the presence of meaning (£ [1,
184] = 1.02, p = .31, npz = .00), the search for meaning (£ [1, 184] = .06,
p = 80,m 2 = .00), and satisfaction (£ [1, 184] = .96, p = .32, n* = .00).
Descriptive means and standard deviations are shown in Table 1.

Discussion

Study 2 replicated Study 1 findings using a different recruitment strategy.
Therefore, the results provide additional evidence that despite having weaker
belief in free will, incompatibilist free will skeptics nevertheless possess sim-
ilar perceptions of meaningfulness and satisfaction as do laypeople.

The studies so far have compared the views of incompatibilist free will
skeptics with those not holding these views. An important question is whether
perceptions about meaning in life and life satisfaction differ specifically
between incompatibilist free will skeptics and participants typically classi-
fied as free will disbelievers. If they do, then participants typically respond-
ing negatively to items about their belief in free will could have different
interpretations about what it means to lack free will than incompatibilist free
will skeptics. Furthermore, the studies have been cross-sectional in nature.
What has yet to be tested is whether these patterns are observed in a manipu-
lation study.

Study 3

The purpose of Study 3 was to test whether beliefs about meaning and satis-
faction differ when comparing incompatibilist free will skeptics with partici-
pants typically recruited to a free will belief manipulation experiment.
Specifically, the study examined the differences between (a) incompatibilist
free will skeptics, (b) a condition manipulated to disbelieve in free will, and
(c) a control condition. In line with previous research, it was expected that
participants in the anti-free will condition would perceive life to be less
meaningful and satisfactory than the control condition. Moreover, consistent
with findings in Studies 1 and 2, it was expected that incompatibilist free will
skeptics would have similar perceptions of meaning and satisfaction to the
control condition. Crucially, following the pattern that skeptics still believe
life to be meaningful and satisfactory, it was predicted that the incompatibil-
ist free will skeptics would have significantly greater meaning and satisfacto-
riness than the anti-free will condition.
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Method

Participants and Procedure. To enable comparisons between conditions in a
typical manipulation experiment and the beliefs of incompatibilist free will
skeptics, recruitment and data collection were undertaken separately.! This
led to 214 participants recruited (males = 130, females = 84; M, . = 26.40,
SD = 6.26; British = 120, U.S. American = 88, other = 6).

The Manipulation. Participants were recruited to the manipulation using a
similar recruitment strategy to that described in Study 2. The manipulation
was similar to that introduced by Vohs and Schooler (2008). Participants were
randomized to either an anti-free will or control condition. Both conditions
required participants to read a passage of text from Francis Crick’s (1994)
“The Astonishing Hypothesis.” Participants in the anti—free-will group read
a passage of text dismissing the idea of free will. The text included sentences
such as “although we appear to have free will, in fact, our choices have
already been predetermined for us and we cannot change that.” The control
condition read a passage from the book about the nature of consciousness
(e.g., “Psychologists have shown that common sense ideas about the working
of the mind can be misleading”). Previous studies have successfully modified
belief in free will using this manipulation (e.g., Genschow et al., 2017, 2022;
Shariff et al., 2014; Vohs & Schooler, 2008).

Incompatibilist Free Will Skeptics. The same recruitment strategy and pro-
cedure described in Study 2 was used to recruit incompatibilist free will
skeptics. However, when responding to the item assessing agreement with
the skeptical position, only participants responding “Yes” were recruited and
subsequently able to complete the survey. All other participants were thanked
for their interest and excluded from participation.

Measures. The same measures used in Studies 1 and 2 were used to assess
belief in free will (oo = .76), satisfaction (o0 = .80), presence of meaning
(a0 = .74), and search for meaning (ow = .77). All participants completed the
same measures. For participants in the anti-free will and control conditions,
measures were taken after the manipulation.

Analyses. First, differences in age, gender, and nationality between the three
conditions were checked using a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA)
and chi-square tests. Next, an independent ¢ test checked to confirm that the
manipulation successfully weakened belief in free will in the anti-free will
condition compared with the control condition. Finally, to
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examine differences between the main variables of interest, a MANOVA
was conducted with belief in free will, satisfaction, presence of meaning,
and search for meaning as the dependent variables and condition (anti-free
will, control, and incompatibilist free will skeptics) as the independent
variable.

Results

The anti-free will condition included 69 participants (males = 46, females =
23; Mage = 26.26, SD = 5.71; British = 37, U.S. American = 31, other = 1),
the control condition 67 (males = 34, females = 33; Mage = 25.86, SD =
6.04; British = 42, U.S. American = 23, other = 2), and the incompatibilist
free will skeptic condition 78 (males = 50, females = 28; Mage = 26.98,
SD = 6.91; British = 41, U.S. American = 34, other = 3). No differences in
age (F [2,211] = .602, p = .54), gender (3 [2, N = 214] = 4.19, p = .16),
and nationality (y? [4, N = 214] = 2.64, p = .62) were observed between the
three conditions.

The ¢ test demonstrated that participants reading the anti-free will text had
significantly weaker beliefs in free will (M = 4.39, SD = 1.90) than the con-
trol group (M = 5.11, SD = 1.96), #(134) = 2.15, p = .01. The manipulation
was therefore successful.

MANOVA showed a significant effect for condition, F (8, 416) = 31.97;
Wilks” A = .38, p < .001; np2 = .38. Specifically, condition had a main effect
on belief in free will (F [2, 211] = 118.46, p < .001, np2 = .52), presence of
meaning (F [2,211] = 8.58, p < .001, np2 = .07), satisfaction with life (¥ [2,
2111 = 10.42, p < .001, np2 = .09), and search for meaning (£ [2, 211] =
8.15,p <.001, np2 = .07). Post hoc comparisons revealed that participants in
the control condition had significantly greater belief in free will (M = 5.11,
SD = 1.96) than participants in both the anti-free will condition (M = 4.39,
SD = 1.90; p = .02) and the incompatibilist free will skeptic condition (M =
1.09, SD = 0.41; p < .001). The difference in free will beliefs was also sig-
nificant between the anti-free will and incompatibilist free will skeptic condi-
tions (p < .001). Participants in the incompatibilist free will skeptic condition
showed significantly greater presence of meaning (M = 4.23, SD = 1.73;
p < .001), satisfaction with life (M = 4.02, SD = 1.52; p = .01), and search
for meaning (skeptic: M = 4.38, SD = 1.66; p = .02) than the anti-free will
condition (presence of meaning: M = 3.33, SD = 1.52; satisfaction with life:
M = 3.24,SD = 1.52; search for meaning: M = 3.51, SD = 2.01). The con-
trol condition also showed significantly greater presence of meaning (M =
4.51,8D = 1.93; p < .001), satisfaction with life (M = 4.52,SD = 1.62; p <
.001), and search for meaning (M = 4.82, SD = 2.02; p < .001) than the
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Table 2. Study 3 Means and Standard Deviations of Main Outcomes by Condition
(N = 214).

Incompatibilist free Anti-free will Control
Variable will skeptic (n = 78) (n = 69) (n = 67)
Free will belief 1.09 (0.41) 4.39 (1.90) 5.11 (1.96)
Presence of meaning 4.23 (1.73) 3.33 (1.52) 451 (1.93)
Satisfaction 4.02 (1.52) 3.24 (1.52) 4.52 (1.62)
Search for meaning 4.38 (1.66) 3.51 (2.01) 4.82 (2.02)

anti-free will condition. There were no significant differences between the
control and the incompatibilist free will skeptic conditions in relation to the
presence of meaning, satisfaction, and search for meaning (all ps > .05).
Table 2 shows the descriptive means and standard deviations related to the
three conditions.

Discussion

Consistent with previous work (e.g., Crescioni et al., 2016; Moynihan et al.,
2019), the results showed that manipulating belief in free will can lead to
changes in perceived meaning and satisfaction. Specifically, participants
manipulated to disbelieve in free will perceived life to be significantly less
meaningful and satisfactory than a control condition. Crucially, however,
participants in the anti-free will condition perceived life to be less meaningful
and satisfactory than incompatibilist free will skeptics despite having signifi-
cantly more positive beliefs about the presence of free will. Moreover, fol-
lowing the pattern of Studies 1 and 2, incompatibilist free will skeptics did
not perceive life to be less meaningful and satisfactory than the control group.
Therefore, incompatibilist free will skeptics do not have different perceptions
about life’s meaning compared with participants believing more strongly in
free will, and they are not less satisfied with their life. They do, however,
perceive life to be more meaningful and satisfactory than participants under-
taking a manipulation weakening this belief.

General Discussion

Recent research has indicated that believing in free will is more beneficial for
a meaningful and satisfactory life. However, across three separate analyses
the findings presented here suggest that a disbelief in free will is not associ-
ated with meaning and satisfaction in incompatibilist free will skeptics.
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Moreover, incompatibilist free will skeptics do not perceive themselves to
have a less satisfying and meaningful life than those believing more strongly
in free will.

The finding that belief in free will has consequences for laypeople is con-
sistent with previous work. Specifically, free will believers perceive life to be
more meaningful and satisfactory than those disbelieving in free will (e.g.,
Bergner & Ramon, 2013; Crescioni et al., 2016; C. Li et al., 2017; Moynihan
et al., 2017, 2019; Zhao et al., 2024; Zhao & Huo, 2022). Therefore, among
laypeople, it appears that believing in free will has positive consequences.
However, the finding that meaning and satisfaction are not associated with
the beliefs held by incompatibilist free will skeptics is not consistent with
previous research. Indeed, one would expect those with especially weaker
belief in free will to demonstrate particularly low perceptions of meaning and
satisfaction. These discrepancies could be explained by examining the differ-
ence between incompatibilist free will skeptics and participants typically
classified as doubting free will. That is, the behavioral consequences of par-
ticipants typically categorized as having a weaker belief in free will may be
fundamentally different to those of incompatibilist free will skeptics. Studies
usually afford participants limited time to process the consequences of a
world without free will. In addition, informing participants that they do not
have free will, especially when they believe they do, may lead to negative
emotive responses (Nadelhoffer, 2011). In contrast, incompatibilist free will
skeptics have likely carefully considered their views about the implications
of disbelieving in free will and do not see this as a threat to their meaning and
purpose. While a brief confrontation arguing against free will could make
people believe life is less meaningful and satisfying, a more considered
approach may not draw the same conclusion.

Why, then, are incompatibilist free will skeptics unaffected by a disbelief
in free will? Despite the impossibility of breaking away from prior causes,
skeptics still hold that choices, deliberation, and reasoning influence actions
(Caruso, 2019). And such actions have behavioral consequences, whether or
not a person has free will over such actions or the preceding decision.
Although such processes are not freely willed, this does not make the conse-
quences less real. For example, disbelief in free will does not limit the
achievement of personally salient goals realized through intensive effort
(Pereboom, 2014). In the present tense, these illusions do not prevent a mean-
ingful and satisfactory life. This finding may be unsurprising given Tegtmeier
(2024) previously found skeptics did not believe a lack of free will negatively
affected their meaning and purpose. It further supports previous criticisms
about the necessity of believing in free will (e.g., Caruso, 2019; Harris, 2012;
Pereboom, 2014).
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Implications

Incompatibilist free will skeptics appear able to live a meaningful and satis-
factory life despite disbelieving in free will. Therefore, research purportedly
showing negative outcomes associated with weaker belief in free will should
carefully consider the general applicability of study findings. As was demon-
strated here, researchers should bear in mind the sample recruited to such
studies and the beliefs they hold. Doing so could give a more nuanced under-
standing about the consequences of disbelieving in free will. This does not
suggest, however, that researchers should be unconcerned by the conse-
quences of disbelieving in free will. Weakening free will beliefs in laypeople
does seem to have immediate negative implications (e.g., Crescioni et al.,
2016; Moynihan et al., 2019), as was supported here in Study 3. Instead, the
findings suggest that, at least for some, it is possible to live a life that is both
meaningful and purposeful without free will.

Similarly, the findings do not suggest that disbelief in free will should be
promoted, at least not yet. Skeptics have likely carefully considered their
position about the existence of free will and the implications that disbelief
has (Tegtmeier, 2024). In contrast, a default position appears to be that free
will exists, perhaps due to its subjective appeal (Wegner, 2002). Removing
such a foundational belief in laypeople could be difficult to comprehend.
This lack of comprehension could, as has been shown, lead to immediate
negative outcomes. Educating laypeople about these consequences could be
an important first step (Nadelhoffer, 2011). And once laypeople come to
terms with what a lack of free will actually entails, there may be no good
reason to expect negative consequences (Caruso, 2018), especially when it
comes to life’s meaning and purpose (Pereboom, 2014). It should be noted
that modifying free will beliefs tend to exert only small behavioral effects
(Genschow et al., 2022), and such effects may not persist outside of the labo-
ratory setting (St Quinton et al., 2023). Therefore, concerns about the lasting
negative consequences associated with disbelieving in free will may also be
premature.

Future research should explore whether other negative outcomes previ-
ously found to be associated with weaker belief in free will are also applica-
ble to skeptics. For example, are incompatibilist free will skeptics less helpful
and gracious? Do they achieve less and give up more easily? The findings
presented here would suggest not. Future research should also investigate
whether disbelieving in free will is unproblematic in other samples. There
appear to be individual differences when it comes to the influence of free will
beliefs, meaning the negative consequences associated with disbelieving in
free will might not only be irrelevant to incompatibilist free will skeptics.
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There are limitations attached to the research worth noting. The research
involved a sample of participants holding particularly exclusive beliefs
(Nichols & Knobe, 2007). Thus, the limited number of incompatibilist free
will skeptics may limit the generalizability of study findings. Nevertheless,
such exclusivity was important to demonstrate that believing in free will may
not be important for everyone. The issue of generalizability may also extend
to culture given participants were from Western countries. Previous research
has found differences in free will beliefs between Western and non-Western
nations (e.g., Bernilinas et al., 2021). Research should examine the beliefs of
free will skeptics from a wider range of countries. Finally, although a manip-
ulation was introduced in Study 3, all analyses associated with free will skep-
tics were correlational. However, despite not being able to provide causal
explanations, the exploratory nature of the study at least provides preliminary
evidence associated with the views of free will skeptics.

Conclusion

The research presented here demonstrated that incompatibilist free will skep-
tics’ weak belief in free will is not associated with meaning and satisfaction.
Skeptics did not perceive life to be less meaningful and satisfactory than non-
skeptics and, when compared with participants manipulated to disbelieve in
free will, incompatibilist free will skeptics perceived life to be significantly
more meaningful and satisfactory. This suggests that the negative outcomes
previously associated with weaker belief in free will may not be applicable to
all disbelievers. Coupled with evidence that weaker belief in free will can
have prosocial benefits (e.g., Caspar et al., 2017; Earp et al., 2018; Shariff
et al., 2014), the research presented here further supports the idea that disbe-
lieving in free will may not be all that bad.
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Note

1. Because manipulation studies typically do not exclude participants based on
their belief about free will, it was important that people with weak free will
beliefs (such as incompatibilist free will skeptics) could also be included in the
manipulation experiment.
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