
Psychology, 2015, 6, 922-931 
Published Online June 2015 in SciRes. http://www.scirp.org/journal/psych 
http://dx.doi.org/10.4236/psych.2015.68090     

How to cite this paper: Osman, M. (2015). Dynamic Moral Judgments and Emotions. Psychology, 6, 922-931. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.4236/psych.2015.68090  

 
 

Dynamic Moral Judgments and Emotions 
Magda Osman 
Queen Mary University of London, London, UK 
Email: m.osman@qmul.ac.uk  
 
Received 14 April 2015; accepted 19 June 2015; published 23 June 2015 
 
Copyright © 2015 by author and Scientific Research Publishing Inc. 
This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution International License (CC BY). 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ 

    
 

 
 

Abstract 
We may experience strong moral outrage when we read a news headline that describes a prohib-
ited action, but when we gain additional information by reading the main news story, do our emo-
tional experiences change at all, and if they do in what way do they change? In a single online 
study with 80 participants the aim was to examine the extent to which emotional experiences 
(disgust, anger) and moral judgments track changes in information about a moral scenario. The 
evidence from the present study suggests that we systematically adjust our moral judgments and 
our emotional experiences as a result of exposure to further information about the morally dubi-
ous action referred to in a moral scenario. More specifically, the way in which we adjust our moral 
judgments and emotions appears to be based on information signalling whether a morally dubi-
ous act is permitted or prohibited. 
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1. Introduction 
The present study takes as its starting point the view that, as with many other cognitive faculties that we have 
which are adaptive and dynamic (e.g., decision-making, see Osman, 2010, 2014 for review), moral judgments 
and emotional experiences of moral dilemmas may also have similar properties (Pessoa, 2008; Wiegmann, Okan, 
& Nagel, 2012). Thus, the objective of the present study is to use a novel paradigm developed by Osman (2015) 
in which it is possible to track changes in judgment and emotions as the result of exposure to further information 
about the morally dubious action referred to in a moral scenario. 

1.1. Where do Emotions End and Morals Begin? 
There are a multitude of demonstrations of the influential role emotions take on moral judgment, particularly 
work using the negative affect paradigm in which participants are induced to experience strong negative emo-
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tions which in turn increase the severity of their moral judgments (Schnall, Haidt, Clore, & Jordan, 2008; Seidel 
& Prinz, 2013). Work such as this adds to the support of general claims that emotions are constitutively involved 
in the production of moral judgments and the reasons behind those judgments (Greene et al., 2001). The most 
popular theoretical proposals on moral judgment and emotion suggests that in actual fact there is a distinct lack 
of deliberative analytical thinking when making moral judgments (Greene et al., 2001; Greene, 2008; Haidt, 
2001; Haidt, & Hersh, 2001), and instead emotions are in the driving seat; in the main because people struggle 
to provide reasons for their judgments. At a mechanistic level then, theories of moral cognition, such as Haidt’s 
(2001) Social intuitionist model (Haidt, 2001) and Greene’s (2008) dual-process theory, set out that there are 
two systems that underpin moral cognition, one which is conscious and rational, and the other which is non- 
conscious and emotional. “The central claim of the social intuitionist model is that moral judgment is caused by 
quick moral intuitions and is followed (when needed) by slow, ex post facto moral reasoning.” (Haidt, 2001: p. 
181). Thus, from the standpoint of the Social intuitionist model, and other similar models of moral cognition, the 
causal arrow is set in the direction that emotions come first, and that they are the influential factor that informs 
the severity of moral judgments. Reasons simply overlay the judgments with justifications that reflect social 
conformity to norms that are consistent with the moral judgments made.  

1.2. Challenges to the Causal Arrow: From Emotion to Judgment  
The exact connection between emotions and moral judgments still remains contested (Teper, Zhong, & Inzlicht, 
2015), and there are many models that describe the causal structure between emotions and judgments in ways 
other than proposed by the Social intuitionist model (Huebner, Dwyer, & Hauser, 2009; Moll & de Oliveira- 
Souza, 2007; Szekely & Miu, 2015). For instance, several recent studies have shown that rather than moral 
judgments resulting from emotional signals, they may well work together as a combined representational form 
which are used to inform the way we judge a morally dubious action as prohibited or permissive (Duke &Bègue, 
2015; Moore, Clarke, & Kane, 2008; Szekely & Miu, 2015). Moreover, claims that emotions cause judgment 
(e.g., Greene et al., 2001; Haidt, 2001) suggest that there is a distinct temporal separation between emotion and 
cognition, which has also been challenged (Moll & de Oliveira-Souza, 2007; Szekely & Miu, 2015; Teper, In-
zlicht, & Page-Gould, 2011). In fact, this type of distinction has been argued to be an over simplification of the 
highly complex integrated way that emotions operate in cognitive processes (Moll & de Oliveira-Souza, 2007; 
Pessoa, 2008). There has also been strong criticism of the dual-process theories, on the grounds of conceptual 
confusion, and the weak empirical findings on which they are supported (Huebner, 2011, 2014; Teper et al., 
2015). 

The focus of the discussion here is to consider the empirical work examining the association between emo-
tions and moral judgments, and the specific empirical issues that arise, of which there appear to be three main 
concerns. First, many experimental set ups used to show that emotions are the cause of moral judgment involves 
inducing an emotional response and then examining the extent to which the emotional experience transfers to a 
moral judgment task. This may go some way to explaining why there is strong support for the temporal ordering 
from emotion to judgment, and why primary visceral states are thought to motivate moral judgments and moral 
behavior. In other words, the fact that emotions are seen to be the driving force behind moral judgments is sim-
ply an artefact of setting up experiments that induce emotional experiences and then examining their effects on 
moral judgments. Second, many of the moral dilemmas that participants are presented with are artificial and of-
ten extreme (Crockett et al., 2014; Teper et al., 2015). For this reason, many have argued that there is a lack of 
validity in the way in which participants’ moral judgments and emotional experiences are gauged because they 
don’t correspond to real day-to-day dilemmas people face (Huebner, 2011, 2014; Musschenga, 2009; Sauer, 
2012). Finally, there is a dynamical aspect to emotions (Oatley & Johnson-Laird, 2014; Pessoa, 2008) which has 
often been overlooked in the study of the link between emotions and moral judgments. This means that there are 
properties of emotional experiences that have not yet been investigated in connection to moral cognition. In 
contrast, there is evidence showing that moral judgments are adaptive, in the sense that when different versions 
of the same moral dilemma (e.g., the trolley problem, an often used, but artificial moral dilemma) are presented 
to people, they show sensitivity to the changes in the informational content of the dilemma, and critically, they 
adjust their moral judgments upwards or downwards accordingly (Osman, 2015; Sinnott-Armstrong, Mallon, 
McCoy, & Hull, 2008; Wiegmann et al., 2012). Therefore, without exploring the ways in which emotions and 
moral judgments change in light of different types of information concerning a moral dilemma, researchers limit 
the understanding of emotions and how they operate in moral contexts, and also research thus far limits our un-
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derstanding of whether emotions change in systematic ways, and compliment rather than drive the way in which 
moral judgments change over time. 

1.3. Present Study 
The main aim of the present study is to provide insights into the way in which self-reported emotional experi-
ences as well as moral judgments change in light of exposure to further information about the morally dubious 
action referred to in a moral scenario. In order to generate circumstances that approximate real-life situations in 
which people make moral judgments a similar design was used as that by Osman (2015). Osman (2015) pre-
sented participants with moral scenarios in the form of news stories. A similar design was adopted here, along 
with the same stimulus set. In the present study and in Osman’s (2015) study participants were shown the details 
of moral scenarios segmented in to the headline, main story and the conclusion. The headline signalled that a 
morally dubious action has been carried out. Then a more detailed description was provided in the main story 
which provided context behind the morally dubious action and provided a rationale for why it was carried out, 
and this was follow by a conclusion in which the consequences of the morally dubious action were signalled 
(See Table 1 for examples). Half of those tested in the present study were presented with a conclusion that in-
cluded a severe consequence for the perpetrator(s) of the morally dubious action, and the other half were pre-
sented with a conclusion that had no severe consequences for the perpetrator(s); this is in line with many real 
world situations in which news items provide a basis on which to evaluate the morally dubious action referred to. 
These manipulations served three purposes. First, there is evidence to suggest that moral judgments are adjusted 
in the light of changes to different versions of a scenario or changes in informational content (Osman, 2015; 
Wiegmann et al., 2012); this lends support to the idea that moral judgments are labile rather than fixed across the 
presentation of details of a moral scenario. The aim here is to further test this by examining the extent to which 
moral judgments are adjusted when presented with additional details of the same moral scenario.  Second, par-
ticipants were also required to give self-reported judgments of their emotional experiences with respect to anger 
and disgust after reading each detail (i.e. headline, main story, conclusion) of the scenario; anger and disgust are 
typical emotional experiences examined in connection with moral judgments (Teper et al., 2015). Thus, it is also 
possible to track potential changes in the intensity of emotional experiences as a result of new information con-
cerning a moral scenario. This is a novel experimental manipulation and as yet, has not been empirically ex-
plored. To examine this, the critically manipulation in this study involves changes to the content of the conclu-
sion. The conclusion (i.e. severe, not severe consequences) carries different implications for whether the morally 
dubious actions are permissible (no severe consequence conclusion) or prohibited (severe consequence conclu-
sion) (Osman, 2015; Waldmann, Nagel, & Wiegmann, 2012). Indeed, Osman (2015) reported that participants 
were sensitive to the severity of the consequences, and adjusted their moral judgments in such a way that they 
were more extreme when the actions were suggested to be prohibited, and adjusted downwards when the mor-
ally dubious actions were implied to be permitted.   

If participants are sensitive to the consequences of moral actions, then moral judgments should be more se-
vere for scenarios in which there are severe consequences, than when there are no severe consequences. Assum-
ing that emotional experiences compliment rather than cause moral judgments, then similarly, the prediction 
tested here is that emotional experiences should also track differences in consequences, and so intensity of dis-
gust and anger should differ for conclusions with consequences compared to those without. Finally, one other 
key feature of the present study was the inclusion of two types of moral scenarios; those that were based on 
genuine news stories reported from national newspapers in the UK, and fabricated scenarios based on those of-
ten used commonly in moral cognition research (Incest story, Dog story—for details see Haidt, 2001). There are 
rarely ever direct comparisons conducted to reveal differences in moral judgments, and emotional experiences 
between genuine and fabricated moral scenarios. If, as some have argued, fabricated scenarios induce different 
behaviors to genuine scenarios (Osman, 2015), then this should be reflected in self-reported emotional experi-
ences. Moral judgments and emotional experiences for fabricated scenario should lead to more severe judgments 
and emotional experiences overall because they are typically more extreme and less nuanced moral scenarios as 
compared to the ones typically faced in day to day situations in real life.  

2. Methods 
Participants were randomly allocated to either: No-severe-consequence (N = 41), Severe-consequence (N = 39)  
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Table 1. Examples of fabricated and genuine moral scenarios that were included in the Experiment.                        

Fabricated/Genuine Headline Main Story Conclusion 

Fabricated Dilemma 
Brother and sister go 
on vacation and have 
sex 

Two siblings are on their annual  
hiking holiday. While talking about 
their close relationship, they reveal 
that they have always wanted to  
experience having sex with each other. 
They try it out and both use  
contraceptives. 

Severe consequence 
After the holiday the brother and sister 
never speak to each other again, and the 
sister has been in therapy to deal with her 
psychological trauma.   

No severe consequence 
After the holiday the brother and sister 
never spoke of what they did, or told  
anyone. They remain as close as ever and 
still go on holiday together 

Genuine Dilemma 
Parents turn in their 
own children to the 
police for vandalism 

Two teenage boys have been on the 
rampage for months, and have  
consistently damaged and defaced 
school property. In order to teach them 
a lesson, the parents of the two boys 
inform the police of the crimes they 
had committed. 

Severe consequence 
The two boys were later arrested, and sent 
to juvenile prison and never forgave their 
parents for turning them in. Parents felt 
guilty and ashamed of themselves. 

No severe consequence 
There was no evidence to convict the two 
boys. The boys were later able to  
understand why their parents did what they 
had to, and their behaviour improved.  

 
group. A total of 80 participants (19 Males) with a mean age of 21 (SD = 6.37) responded to an email adver-
tisement to take part in the experiment. They were predominately students from across Queen Mary University 
of London (QMUL ethics approval register QMREC2014-15), and gave consent prior to taking part in the ques-
tionnaire.  

Experiment 1 was carried out Online using Qualtrics (a web system designed to present experiments online). 
Participants were presented with a questionnaire comprised of six moral scenarios (See Osman, 2015 for details). 
They were required to make moral judgments and report their emotional experiences (disgust, anger) at their 
own pace for each detail concerning each of the six moral scenarios. Two of the moral scenarios were adapted 
from the Dog story and Incest story mentioned in the introduction section (fabricated scenarios). The four other 
scenarios were based on news items from UK National newspapers (broadsheets, and tabloids) over a period of 
three months (August 2014-October 2014).   

Participants were saw a headline, a main story, and a conclusion for each of the 6 scenarios they were pre-
sented (See Table 1). 

The order of the 6 scenarios was presented randomly to each participant, but the order of each item was fixed. 
Each item of the scenario was presented separately, and in the following order: The Headline was always pre-
sented first, and signalled in the simplest possible terms that the moral action that was referred to was a prohib-
ited action. The main story included mitigating or permissible’ details, and then the conclusion for half the group 
was presented so that it implied that the morally dubious action was prohibited (severe consequence), and for the 
other half the conclusion was presented so that the action was permissible (no severe consequence). The word 
length of the headline across scenarios ranged between 5 - 16, for the main story the word length ranged be-
tween 36 - 43, and for the conclusion the word length ranged between 23 - 34. The main manipulation com-
prised of randomly allocating participants to those that received all 6 moral scenarios in which a severe conse-
quence was experienced by the perpetrator(s) (severe-consequence conclusion), and for the remaining partici-
pants, they received all 6 moral scenarios in which there was no severe consequence experienced by the per-
petator(s) (no-severe consequence conclusion). For each item of the scenario (i.e. headline, main story, conclu-
sion), participants were asked to Please indicate your moral judgment on the following scale according to what 
you think about the actions of the (the perpetrators were detailed here corresponding to each scenario), and re-
sponded on a scale ranging from 1 not at all morally wrong, to 7 extremely morally wrong. In addition, they also 
had to respond to the following: Below you can see a list of emotions, please indicate for each emotion the level 
of your emotional reaction based on what you have just read (0 = None, 1 = A little, 2 = Some, 3 = A lot) [the 
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numbers were not presented to participants only the labels]. The two emotions listed were disgust and anger. At 
the end of the questionnaire, participants were asked to judge for each scenario whether they thought it was fab-
ricated or genuine, which was used as an index of participant’s sensitivity to the veracity of the scenarios.  

3. Results 
3.1. Moral judgments  
Analyses were conducted on moral judgments that were collapsed across fabricated scenarios, and separately 
collapsed across genuine scenarios. A 2 (type of moral scenario: fabricated, genuine) × 2 (group: severe, not se-
vere) × 3 (detail: headline, main story, conclusion) ANOVA was carried out. Mauchley’s test indicated that the 
assumption of sphericity had not been violated for type of scenario, χ2(2) = 3.6, p = .16. But spherecity was violated 
for type of scenario x detail, χ2(2) = 22.6, p = .0002. Because spherecity has been violated, so Greenhouse-Geisser 
corrected tests were reported (ε = .8). In all analysis in which follow-up tests, Bonferroni correction was applied. 

As observed in Figure 1, there was a clear difference such that moral judgments were more severe overall for 
fabricated scenarios (M = 5.5, SD = .9) than genuine scenarios (M = 4.2, SD = .8), F (1, 78) = 121.2, p < .00005, 

2ηp  = .61.  
It was also evident that judgments differed according to what detail a judgment was based on, F (2, 156) = 33.63, 

p < .0005, 2ηp
 = .31. Overall the headline (M = 5.2, SD = .8) was judged more severely than the main story (M 

= 4.5, SD = .8), and the conclusion (M = 4.3, SD = 1.1), though no differences were found between judgments 
for conclusion and main stories (t < 1). There was an interaction between group and detail, F (1.9, 148.9) = 4.88, 
p < .005, 2ηp

 = .06. The severe consequences group judged the conclusions more severely (M = 4.8, SD = .8) 
than the no severe consequences group (M = 3.8, SD = 1.1). In addition, the severe consequences group also 
judged the headline more severely (M = 5.6, SD = .8) than the no severe consequences group (M = 4.8, SD = .7), 
this may have been because while the order of presentation of scenarios was randomized, the order of presenta-
tion of the details of each scenario were not. This means that those presented with conclusions containing severe 
consequences may have harshly judged the next detail they saw for the next scenario they were presented, which 
was the headline from the next scenario. Thus there may have been carry over effects from the conclusion to the 
next headline. No other comparisons were significant (F < 1). Finally, there was an overall main effect, F (1, 78) 
= 20.7, p < .00005, 2ηp

 = .21, suggesting that judgements were more severe when the consequences were severe 
(M = 5.2, SD = .8) than when they were not (M = 4.6, SD = .6). No other main effects or interactions were sig-
nificant.  

3.2. Emotional Judgments of Disgust 
The same types of analyses conducted on moral judgments were carried out for subjective reports of disgust. 
Mauchley’s test indicated that the assumption of sphericity was violated for type of scenario, χ2(2) = 16.3 p 
< .0002, so Greenhouse-Geisser corrected tests were reported (ε = .8). The assumption of sphericity was not 
violated for type of scenario x detail.  

As indicated in Figure 1, overall there were more extreme experiences of disgust for fabricated scenarios (M 
= 5.5, SD = .9) than genuine scenarios (M = 4.2, SD = .8), F(1, 78) = 263.1, p < .00,005, 2ηp

 = .77. Also emo-
tional experiences of disgust differed in intensity depending on what detail from the scenario was presented, F 
(2, 156) = 91.9, p < .0005, 2ηp

 = .54. Overall there was more disgust for the headline (M = 2.8, SD = .5) than 
the main story (M = 2.5, SD = .5), and the conclusion (M = 2.1, SD = .6), and there was more disgust for the 
main story than the conclusion (p < .005). There was an interaction such that emotional experiences of disgust 
differed by consequences x detail x type, F (2, 156) = 7.7, p < .005, 2ηp

 = .07. Exploring this interaction re-
vealed that disgust was more extreme for the severe consequences group (M = 4.8, SD = .8) when presented with 
the conclusion from a genuine scenario compared with the no severe consequences group (M = 3.8, SD = 1.1), F 
(1, 79) = 10.5, p < .005, 2ηp

 = .08. No other comparisons were significant (F < 1). No other main effects or in-
teractions were significant. 

3.3. Emotional Judgments of Anger 
The same type of analyses conducted for judgments of disgust was conducted on judgments for anger. 
Mauchley’s test indicated that the assumption of sphericity was violated for type of scenario, χ2(2) = 17.8,  
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Figure 1. Mean moral judgments (bars) and disgust judgments (lines) (SE ± 1) by dilemma type (fabricated, genuine) and 
detail (headline, main story, conclusion) and condition (No-severe-consequence, Severe-consequence).                    

 

 
Figure 2. Mean moral judgments (bars) and anger judgments (lines) (SE ± 1) by dilemma type (fabricated, genuine) and de-
tail (headline, main story, conclusion) and condition (No-severe-consequence, Severe-consequence).                   

 
p < .0002, so Greenhouse-Geisser corrected tests were reported (ε = .8). The assumption of sphericity was not 
violated for type of scenario x detail. 

As shown in Figure 2, overall, there were more extreme experiences of anger for fabricated scenarios (M = 
3.3, SD = .6) than genuine scenarios (M = 2.1, SD = .5), F (1, 78) = 227.04, p < .00005, 2ηp = .74.  

As with disgust, anger also differed in intensity depending on what detail from the scenario was presented, F 
(1.6, 129.7) = 55.3, p < .005, 2ηp

 = .41. Overall the conclusion led to less anger (M = 2.2, SD = .6) than the 
headline (M = 2.7, SD = .6), and the main story (M = 2.6, SD = .5), but there was no difference between the main 
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story and the headline (t < 1). There was an interaction between group and details F (2, 156) = 6.2, p < .005, 2ηp  = .07. It appears that the no severe consequences group were more angry (M = 2.4, SD = .7) when presented 
with the conclusion than the severe consequences group (M = 2.0, SD = .4). No other differences were signifi-
cant. There was also an interaction between group x detail x type of scenario, F (2, 156) = 3.1, p < .05, 2ηp

 = .04. 
For genuine moral scenarios, the no severe consequence group showed more anger when presented with the 
conclusion (M = 2.2, SD = .7) than the severe consequence group (M = 1.7, SD = 5). The same pattern was re-
vealed for fabricated moral scenarios, again the no severe consequence group showed more anger (M = 2.3, SD 
= .6) than the severe consequence group (M = 2.0, SD = 7). No other comparisons were significant (F < 1). No 
other main effects or interactions were significant.  

3.4. Correlation between Moral Judgments and Emotions 
Moral judgments were collapsed across all six scenarios for each of the three details, and these were correlated 
with mean subjective reports of disgust for each of the three details collapsed across the scenarios, and similarly 
for subjective reports of anger. The analyses were split by group. Overall, there were no significant correlations 
between moral judgments and anger, therefore the rest of this section concerns the correlational analysis for moral 
judgments and disgust.  

Severe Consequences group: A Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient analysis showed that moral 
judgments of headlines correlated positively with judgments of disgust when the headlines were presented (r(39) 
= .38, p = .018). Moral judgments of the main news item of the moral scenarios was positively correlated with 
self-reports of disgust (r(39) = .52, p = .001), and the conclusions, (r(39) = .42, p = .007). Also, there was a 
moderate positive correlation between moral judgments of the conclusion of moral scenarios and subjective re-
ports of disgust associated with the headline (r(39) = .42, p = .008), and the conclusion, (r(39) = .41, p = .008).  

No Severe Consequences group: A Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient analysis showed that 
moral judgments of headlines correlated positively with judgments of disgust (r(41) = .41, p = .006). Moral 
judgments of the main news item of the moral scenarios was positively correlated with judgments of disgust as-
sociated with the headlines (r(41) = .34, p = .02), judgments of disgust for the main news details (r(41) = .67, p 
= .00002), and judgements of disgust for the conclusions (r(41) = .48, p = .002). No other correlations ap-
proached significance. 

3.5. Detection of Fabricated and Genuine Scenarios 
Finally, turning to detection of fabricated and genuine scenarios, a wilcoxon signed rank test revealed that par-
ticipants were more accurate at judging the genuine as real (M = 41%, SD = 30) than the fabricated scenarios as 
made-up (M = 79%, SD = 19), Z = 7.8, p < .005. This suggests that participants mistakenly judged the fabricated 
scenarios as genuine more often than the genuine scenarios as fabricated. 

4. Discussion  
The present study was designed to examine whether moral judgments and emotional experiences changed in 
systematic ways in response to exposure to further information about the morally dubious action referred to in a 
scenario. To this end, the study provided new evidence that moral judgments and emotional experiences of dis-
gust and anger are dynamic, and adjusted as more information is presented. Moreover, the study replicated the 
basic findings reported by Osman (2015) showing that people adjust and update their moral judgments in light 
of new information regarding a moral scenario, and extends this work to suggest that emotional judgments are 
also flexible and adjusted in response to further information regarding morally dubious actions.   

4.1. Dynamics of Moral Judgments and Emotional Experiences 
The present study showed that moral judgments changed in response to different details concerning the moral 
scenarios, and while participants gave the most severe judgments for the initial limited information regarding the 
scenario (i.e. the headline), they adjusted the severity of their judgments downwards as more information was 
provided (i.e. main story, conclusion). In other words, when context was provided for why a morally dubious 
action was carried out, people used this to inform their later judgments and consciously integrated this new in-
formation into their judgments of the action. Crucially, this reflects the fact that judgments and emotions are not 
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fixed, and that they are likely to operate on rational processes (Huebner, 2011, 2014; Teper et al., 2015). More to 
the point, this evidence suggests that there may well be an integrated representation of the moral scenario that is 
based on informational content as well as personal emotional experiences that signal the valance on which the 
information should be judged. The evidence from the present study suggests that both moral judgments and 
emotional experiences change systematically in response to changes in information that critically concern the 
way in which a morally dubious action should be evaluated.  

In addition, there appeared to be a close correspondence between moral judgments and self-reported feelings 
of disgust, whereas this was not the case for self-reported feelings of anger. It may well be the case that: (1) 
emotional experiences of disgust more closely track moral judgments over and above experiences of anger, (2) 
both moral judgments and experiences of disgust are more closely aligned when considering information from 
moral scenarios as compared to anger. The evidence from this study is not designed is such a way as to be able 
to empirically discriminate between these two possibilities. However, what is clear from the evidence from this 
study is that people’s moral judgments and their emotional experiences are dynamic and change in ways that 
track changes in informational content regarding a moral scenario, in particular information that signals the ex-
tent to which a morally dubious action is permitted or prohibited. Critically, the findings suggest that, at least 
given the experimental set up used in this study, that one key driving force behind changes in moral judgments 
and emotional experiences are driven by changes in informational content about the morally dubious action, and 
so updating is guided by external factors rather than changes primarily from emotional experiences independent 
on the morally dubious action referred to in the scenario.  

In addition, the evidence from the present study is not consistent with the view that moral cognition is sup-
ported by two separable systems (one conscious, one unconscious), given that moral judgments and emotional 
experiences changed in systematic and complimentary ways in response to exposure to further information 
about the morally dubious action referred to in a scenario. If emotions are the cause of moral judgments, and if 
people have limited access to, and cannot directly modify their emotional experiences because they are simple 
primary drivers of the way in which morally dubious actions are perceived, then one might expect little change 
in emotional experiences throughout the reading of moral scenarios in which moral outrage is experienced, and 
sustained throughout the processing of the moral scenario. This was not the case in the present study.  

4.2. Consequences Matter 
The present study revealed that consequences impacted moral judgments and emotions. Moral judgments were 
more severe and experiences of disgust were more intense when there was a severe consequence for the perpe-
trator(s) of the morally dubious action outlined in the conclusion. For anger, experiences were more intense 
when there were no severe consequences than when there were severe consequences. One reason for this is that 
while the conclusion signalled that the morally dubious action may have been permissible, which was reflected 
in their moral judgments and their experiences of disgust, participants may have expected a different outcome in 
which the transgressor was punished, and the fact the transgressor was not punished may have led to elevated 
experiences of anger. Consistent with this conjecture, there is some evidence to suggest that when morally du-
bious actions go unpunished, individuals do show intense anger (for discussion see Teper et al., 2015). It is also 
important to note that the nuanced experiences of emotions in response to the different consequences for the 
perpetrator(s) reported in the conclusions were predominately found for genuine scenarios rather than the fabri-
cated scenarios typically used to study moral cognition in psychology, which again suggests that when it comes 
to real-life situations, people show a complex emotional understanding of the moral scenario. Moreover, it sug-
gests that researchers should take care in the choice of moral scenarios that they present people, and that artifi-
cial scenarios used in the lab may not entirely reflect the types of real world processes that people engage in 
when they are making judgments or experience emotions concerning morally dubious actions.  

4.3. Veracity of Moral Scenarios 
Overall, the severity of moral judgments and the intensity of emotional experiences were higher for fabricated 
than for genuine moral scenarios. This suggests that the criticisms concerning the use of highly artificial moral 
scenarios may indeed be warranted (Huebner, 2011, 2014; Musschenga, 2009; Sauer, 2012; Teper et al., 2015). 
Also, accuracy was higher when identifying genuine rather than fabricated scenarios, though it is important to 
note that the accuracy of detection may reflect the tendency for participants to judgment most of the scenarios as 
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genuine.   

5. Conclusion 
The present study provides new insights into the way in which moral judgments and emotional experiences of 
moral scenarios change in response to new information. The general implication from this study is that people 
adjust their judgments and emotional experiences in systematic ways based on evaluations of critical informa-
tional details from the moral scenario itself. This also points to the fact that people likely have conscious access 
to the basis on which they are making judgments and respond emotionally to morally dubious acts. Finally, the 
findings from this study strongly suggest that caution should be taken when presenting people with fabricated 
moral scenarios, for the reason that moral judgments and emotional experiences differed in substantive ways for 
genuine moral scenarios as compared to fabricated moral scenarios typically used by moral psychology re-
searchers. Finally, the findings from this study present a challenge to the view that emotions are the key drivers 
of moral judgments and deliberate conscious thinking reflects post-hoc rationalisation which suggests a dual- 
process conceptualisation of moral cognition. Instead, it appears that we have a complex representation of moral 
scenarios and use a number of sources of information (external & internal) in order to guide the way we process 
information and evaluate it to form judgments about what is good and bad. 
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