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ABSTRACT

The current study sought to examine if pictures representative of a moral scenario
would increase empathic responses and subsequently affect an individual’s level of moral
support for an individual in need. University undergraduates evaluated scenarios opposite
of the typical deontological versus utilitarian paradigm. Scenarios within the current
study examined a participant’s level of moral support to help an individual in need with
either a relatively high or low cost of causing harm to others. Each participant rated how
RIGHT and how WRONG they felt an action would be given each scenario (bivariate
measurement) with ratings ranging from 0 to 5 on each scale. The analysis focused on
whichever scale (“key questions”) favored the interests of the person (or animal) at issue.
Participants were then asked to complete the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) to
measure self-reported affective and cognitive components of trait empathy. Results from
the 2 x 2 Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) indicated no significant difference between the
picture and no picture groups. Females showed significantly higher ratings of moral
support and higher trait empathy than males. However, trait empathy did not correlate
with these ratings. Thus, increased trait empathy among females was not responsible for
increased ratings of moral support. Instead, a contributing factor may be stronger tendand-befriend behavioral dispositions in females that could function independently of
current feelings of empathy. Oxytocin secretion and socialization of gender roles would
help explain stronger tend-and-befriend behavioral dispositions in females than males.
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CHAPTER 1
PREVIOUS LITERATURE

History and Theoretical Traditions of Moral Psychology
Throughout history the use of reason in moral decision-making has been highly
regarded in situations of conflict. Ancient philosophers such as the Stoics and Plato
idolized higher order thinking in the process of moral judgment. The use of emotion in
the process of moral judgment was negatively viewed, as emotion was believed to lead to
errors in judgment. Medieval Christian philosophers further negatively regarded emotions
as they associated emotions with desire, ultimately leading to sin (Haidt, 2001).
Nineteenth century philosopher Immanuel Kant further highlighted the use of reason in
moral decision-making as he argued one must use complex reasoning derived from
unquestionable principles to come to a moral judgment (Kant, 1785/1959).
Moral psychology further supported philosophical thinkers in their understanding
of moral judgments highlighting the use of reason over affect. Moral judgment was
understood as applying group norms prior to coming to a decision (Kohlberg, 1971).
Kohlberg’s application of group norms through reason dominated moral psychology for
years. In this approach, emotions were not disregarded and could be taken into
consideration during the decision making process. However, according to Kohlberg
(1971) emotions must be channeled through reasoning, as reasoning would make the final
decision in a given moral dilemma.
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Recently, moral psychology has emphasized the importance of emotion in moral
decision-making using Haidt’s Social Intuitionist Model (Haidt, 2001; Haidt 2013). This
model explains moral judgments are made on the basis of emotion rather than
deliberation of complex reasoning. Moral judgments are made on immediate intuitions
about a situation, whereas conscious reasoning plays a minimal role providing
justification for an already made judgment. Reasoning occurs merely to justify a moral
judgment if called upon to do so (Haidt, 2001).
Visual Imagery, Emotion, and Moral Decision Making
Since intuitions appear to contribute to moral judgment, factors unrelated to
reason and logic should influence the direction or strength of the judgment. One of these
factors is visual imagery, which evidence suggests has the ability to mediate the effects of
one’s emotional state, which subsequently affects a moral judgment. Specifically, visual
imagery has the ability to induce various levels of emotional intensity, even if the image
is only mentally simulated. Holmes and Matthews (2005) demonstrated these results as
the effects of mentally simulated aversive events induced an increase in anxiety
compared to emphasis on verbal meaning of a moral dilemma alone. Caruso and Gino
(2011) expanded upon emotional intensity through imagery simulation with eyes closed
prior to making a moral judgment. Results demonstrated closing one’s eyes increased
emotional intensity and overall caused polarity of moral judgments, thus discouraging
unethical behavior.
Imagery-Induced Bias in Moral Judgment
Studies have demonstrated that visual imagery can preferentially support the
rights of the individual over the greater good of others (Amit & Greene, 2012). Amit and
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Greene (2012) presented participants with moral scenarios where two types of moral
judgments, deontological and utilitarian, were placed in opposition to one another within
the same scenario. Deontological judgments are based on principles that specify what one
is obligated to do regardless of the consequences, whereas utilitarian judgments are based
on principles that specify one’s obligation for the benefit of the majority. In such
scenarios, deontological judgments are facilitated by automatic emotional responses that
inhibit actions that would both directly harm an individual and protect a larger number of
people, whereas utilitarian judgments are facilitated by controlled cognitive processes
that require overriding such emotional reactions (Greene, Nystrom, Engell, Darley, &
Cohen, 2004). Since visual imagery is more emotionally salient compared to verbal
representations, Amit and Greene (2012) predicted visual processing would facilitate
emotional responses that would lead to deontological judgments.
In the first experiment, participants were given two working memory tasks (visual
and cognitive) to assess cognitive styles and were then asked to respond to high conflict
moral scenarios. Results demonstrated that individuals who emphasized visual styles
made more deontological than utilitarian judgments. In the second experiment,
participants who were given a visual interference task unrelated to the moral scenario
made decreased deontological judgments compared to utilitarian. Thus researchers
concluded that visual interference affects automatic processing that accompanies
deontological decision-making.
In the third experiment, the content of mental imagery was explored using two
moral scenarios, the footbridge and the trolley dilemma. In the footbridge dilemma, one
can save five lives by pushing an individual off a bridge into the pathway of a runaway

4
trolley. In the trolley dilemma, five people are tied to a track as a trolley is headed in their
direction; the individual has the option of pulling a lever nearby which can divert the
trolley towards killing one person. Researchers predicted that self-reported mental
imagery would more strongly support deontological judgments in the footbridge than the
trolley scenario, as individuals would report visualizing the harm to the pushed individual
in the footbridge dilemma more often than in the trolley dilemma. These scenarios were
used since both actions lead to the same consequences—saving the lives of five
individuals. The trolley dilemma was used as a control since harm is a side effect of the
action, whereas in the footbridge dilemma the harm is necessary to achieve the goal of
saving five individuals. Results revealed that participants made more deontological
judgments for the footbridge dilemma compared to the trolley dilemma. Further, selfreported imagery revealed participants more vividly imagined the individual to be
harmed over the five individuals to be saved in the footbridge dilemma but not in the
trolley dilemma. Overall, Amit and Greene (2012) demonstrated the importance of visual
imagery in eliciting automatic emotional responses that result in increased deontological
judgments. Thus, visual imagery elicits automatic emotional processing which supports
avoiding harm to another.
Visualization Bias in Moral Behavior
Research that has placed participants in situations that involve behavior with
moral implications shows similar effects to research on moral judgment. Milgram’s
(2004) obedience studies demonstrated that obedience to orders to administer shock to a
protesting victim decreased when the victim could be seen and heard rather than just
heard in another room. This decrease in obedience was related to the participant’s ability
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to see the victim’s face and expressions of pain. Grossman (1995/2009) has further
supported these results in the context of military settings; specifically, soldiers in close
combat refrained from shooting another soldier if the soldier’s face was clearly visible to
the shooter. It appears that visual imagery increases one’s reluctance to engage in an
action that would result in harm to another.
Types of Empathy
There are both affective and cognitive forms of empathy, which may have
different relationships to moral judgments. Prior to considering these relationships, the
complexity of empathy will be discussed. Empathy is usually presumed to involve an
observer perceiving the internal state of another through observation (Blair & Blair,
2009). This subsequently leads to a feeling of similarity between the observer and the
observed (Decety & Lamm, 2009).
Empathy is a multi-faceted phenomenon that can occur in affective, motivational,
and cognitive forms (Decety & Svetlova, 2012). Its underlying processes range from
rudimentary, instinctive reactions to more complex, controlled processes that can involve
both affective and cognitive components (Eisenberg & Eggum, 2009). To better
understand this complexity empathy can be broken into the following subcomponents:
emotional sharing, empathic concern, and cognitive empathy (Decety & Lamm, 2009).
Emotional Sharing
Emotional sharing, commonly referred to as emotional contagion, is the most
rudimentary form of empathy. It is independent of complex cognitive processes and
describes the ability to become affectively aroused by the perception of another’s
emotion (Decety & Lamm, 2009). Emotional sharing has been observed in various
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species, such as rats, chicks, and humans (Ben-Ami, Bartal, Decety, & Mason, 2011;
Edgar, Lowe, & Nichol, 2011).
Neuroimaging studies of individuals who have observed others in pain or
perceived facial expressions demonstrated subsequent activation of brain structures of
first-hand experience of the observed event. For example, individuals who were exposed
to or imagined facial expressions of pain, sadness, and emotional distress activated brain
structures of first-hand experience of pain. Specifically, the anterior cingulate cortex,
anterior midcingulate cortex, anterior insula, supplementary motor area, amygdala,
somatosensory cortex, and periaqueductal gray area in brainstem were activated (Decety
& Lamm, 2009). In an additional study, observation of another’s facial expression
evoked similar expressions on the observer’s face in the absence of stimulus recognition
(Carr, Iacoboni, Dubeau, Mazziotta, & Lenzi, 2003). Additional studies have linked this
to the discharge of mirror neurons in the premotor and posterior parietal cortex both when
the action is perceived and when the action is performed (Decety & Lamm, 2009). These
studies show that observation of an action or state of emotional distress activates neural
networks within the observer independent of cognitive effort. The instantaneous process
of emotional sharing leads to emotional similarity between an onlooker and the observed.
This has an evolutionary basis in promoting group cohesion through reduction in conflict
and more cooperation and social bonding (Decety & Cowell, 2014).
Empathic Concern
Empathic concern is the motivational component of empathy. It is the tendency
for individuals to experience warmth, compassion, and concern for the well being of
others (Gleichgerrcht & Decety, 2013). The motivation to care is demonstrated in biology
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and appears to be flexible when cues of vulnerability and need are obvious.
Neuroimaging suggests that emotional caring is the result of various neural systems
beyond the cortex. This includes the amygdala, brainstem, hypothalamus, insula, ACC,
and orbitofrontal cortex. It also involves the autonomic nervous system, hypothalamic
pituitary adrenal axis, and endocrine and hormonal systems (specifically, oxytocin and
vasopressin), which regulate emotion, bodily states, and social sensitivity (Decety &
Cowell, 2014).
Perspective-Taking
Perspective taking is the cognitive form of empathy and describes the process of
placing oneself into the situation of another to understand what he or she is feeling or
thinking (Decety & Cowell, 2014). Research has demonstrated that when individuals
adopt the perspective of another, neural mechanisms underlying first person experience
become activated. For example, in a study of pain perception two groups were asked to
rate the level of pain given pictures of hands and feet in painful situations. One group was
asked to imagine another individual experiencing the painful situation, whereas the other
group was asked to rate themselves in the same situation. Both groups activated the same
neural networks involved in pain processing (Jackson, Brunet, Meltzoff, & Decety,
2006). This shows that neural networks of personal pain processing are activated despite
not feeling the pain directly but imagining another’s experience the pain.
Perspective taking has prosocial benefits. It has been demonstrated to change the
way individuals understand others (Castano, 2012) and to reduce prejudice and
intergroup bias (Decety & Lamm, 2009). In general, role taking facilitates moral
reasoning and altruism.
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Empathy and Moral Behavior
Through these various forms, empathy has been shown to influence moral
behavior. For example, empathic concern has been shown to motivate altruistic responses
after perceiving an individual in need (Batson, 2010). Further, research has demonstrated
that inducing empathy among individuals can lead to improved attitudes about
stigmatized groups, specifically the homeless and individuals with AIDS or “drug
addicts” (Batson et al., 1997; Batson, Change, Orr, & Rowland, 2002). Another effect of
induced empathy was that individuals are more likely to act in a way to help the
individual in need (Batson et al., 2002) and generalize positive attitudes held about the
individual towards the stigmatized group as a whole (Batson et al., 1997; Batson et al.,
2002). Empathy has also been shown to increase prosocial behavior, decrease aggression,
and foster moral judgments protective of others (Eisenberg & Eggum, 2009; Decety &
Cowell, 2014). Ultimately, it appears that visual imagery can elicit affective states, which
could result in empathic responses that facilitate prosocial moral judgments for the person
at issue. It should be noted, however, that empathy does not always demonstrate a direct
relationship with prosocial judgments; it can favor the in-group and kin and is less likely
to be extended to others the more distant they appear to be from one’s own moral “circle”
(Singer, 2011).
Gender and Moral Decision-Making
Previous research sought to examine gender differences in moral judgments using
Gilligan’s (1982) gender theory. Gilligan (1982) argued that Kohlberg’s theory of moral
judgment favored justice as a fundamental principle in moral decision-making. She
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further hypothesized men tend to solve moral dilemmas in a rational method, respecting
law and order, whereas women tend to make choices by emotion, empathy and caring for
others (Fumagalli et al., 2010).
Over the past few decades, researchers have explored gender differences based on
Gilligan’s gender theory of moral judgment. Despite years of research, support for
Gilligan’s theory of moral orientation remained mixed (Fumagalli et al., 2010). Jaffee
and Hyde (2000) conducted a meta-analysis that failed to show strong support that gender
differences were due to moral orientations. Although gender differences may fail to
support Gilligan’s gender theory, gender differences in moral psychology may continue
to exist but result from different factors.
There has been a limited amount of research in recent studies examining differences
in gender and moral decision-making. Given deontological or utilitarian responses,
Fumagalli et al. (2010) found that women made more deontological judgments compared
to men in dilemmas that involve highly emotional decisions (or personal moral
dilemmas). This suggests gender differences tend to occur in moral decisions that require
emotionally salient actions. Cultural factors such as education and religious beliefs had
no influence upon these differences; therefore differences seem to be derived from the
biological and psychological interactions underlying gender. Further, Friesdorf, Conway,
and Gawronski (2015) performed a meta-analysis to examine possible gender differences
given deontological and utilitarian inclinations. Results demonstrated that women showed
stronger deontological inclinations than men. However, men only scored slightly higher
on utilitarian inclinations. Most of the variance found was due to differences in affective
reactions to causing harm. Ultimately, both studies suggest the difference between
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genders derives from the affective response to harming another. Specifically, affective
responses in women appear to drive moral decision-making.
Factors Contributing to Gender Differences in Moral Decision-Making
Stress. These studies did not explain the origins of gender differences of affective
processing in moral decisions; however, other studies have suggested multiple factors
contributing towards these differences. Acute stress is one of the possible factors of
gender differences in moral decisions. For example, Youssef et al. (2012) found that
stress resulted in decreased utilitarian judgments in both the induced stress group and
women given personal moral dilemmas. This might be due to stress’s effect upon many
brain regions, specifically upon the same structures involved in affective processing in
moral reasoning (McEwen, 2007; Rodrigues, LeDoux, & Sapolsky 2009; Dedovic,
D’Aguiar, & Pruessner, 2009). Within this study stress was induced in both females and
males. However, stress may have alternative effects in moral decision-making. Other
studies have revealed gender differences in decision-making involving resource
allocation and decision speed (Starcke & Brand, 2012). In some studies stress appears to
result in risk-avoidance responses among women whereas men engage in more risktaking responses (Taylor et al., 2000; Preston, Buchanan, Stansfield, & Bechara, 2007).
Further, it has been suggested that an additional stress-related process, known as
tend-and-befriend behavioral responses, may explain gender differences that can
contribute to moral-decision making. Tend-and-befriend behavioral responses are rooted
in child-care and facilitated by oxytocin release, which is stronger in females than males
(Taylor et al., 2000). This gender difference could potentially generalize to situations
involving strangers that aroused stress because the individual faced a threatening
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situation as described in the moral scenario.
Hormonal influences. Sex hormones may be additional factors that contribute
towards gender differences in moral judgment. Specifically, individuals with high
salivary testosterone levels have made increased utilitarian decisions (Carney & Mason,
2010). Further, testosterone has been shown to reduce automatic affiliative behaviors.
Consequently, testosterone has reduced empathic facial mimicry, one of the main
components of empathy (Hermans, Putman, & van Honk, 2006).
Finally, oxytocin may be an additional factor to contribute towards gender
differences in moral judgment. Oxytocin, a hormone and neurotransmitter in the brain,
appears to encourage various forms of sociality (Carter, 2007), such as trust, cooperation,
generosity, and nurturing behavior (Abu-Akel, Palgi, Klein, Decety, & Tsoory, 2015;
Christov-Moore, Simpson, Coudé, Grigaityte, Iacoboni, & Ferrari, 2014; Hurlemann et
al., 2010; Kosfeld, Heinrichs, Zak, Fischbacher, & Fehr, 2005). Oxytocin is believed to
underlie behavioral states and responses necessary for empathic behaviors. Higher levels
of oxytocin are associated with increased empathic ability (Domes, Heinrichs, Michel,
Berger, & Herpertz, 2007). Yet, oxytocin appears to have different effects on moral
decisions among males and females. Scheele et al. (2014) found that in women oxytocin
resulted in more altruistic decisions, whereas in men oxytocin promoted self-processing
and selfish decisions. Ultimately, it appears that affective processing of moral decisions
among men and women depends upon multiple interacting factors.
Gender Differences in Social Cognition
Previous research has demonstrated gender differences in social cognition. Most
of the research suggests women tend to be better than men at identifying facial affect
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related to distress (Campbell et al., 2002; Collignon et al., 2010; Hall, 1978; Hampson,
van Anders, & Mullin, 2006; Thayer & Johnsen, 2000; Sasson et al., 2010). Specifically,
women are better able to recognize the emotions of fear and sadness (Mandal &
Palchoudhury, 1985; Nowicki & Hartigan, 1988; Sasson et al., 2010), whereas men are
better able to recognize expressions of anger (Neel, Becker, Neuberg, & Kenrick, 2012).
Research has further demonstrated that sex differences in emotional identification of
others may be greatest when emotional expressions are maximal (Wild, Erb, & Bartels,
2001).
Gender differences in identification of facial affect may be mediated by
immediate empathic responses from the individual upon viewing affective visual stimuli.
Wild et al. (2001) examined individuals’ self-reported feelings immediately after
presentation of affective imagery of happy or sad facial expressions. The affective
imagery varied in duration, affective content, and intensity of the emotion. Results
demonstrated that the feelings portrayed within the visual stimuli evoked similar feelings
as reported by the viewer, even when the visual stimuli were presented for a brief
duration of 500 milliseconds. Further, there existed a gender effect as females reported
experiencing the emotions more intensely compared to males. Although this study did not
examine underlying neural processes of emotional responses, the immediacy of the
reactions suggests that affective empathy is a biologically prewired neural response.
However, other studies have suggested context plays a significant role in
elicitation of affective empathy rather than emotional expression alone. Han, Fan, and
Mao (2008) presented women and men with pictures depicting pain and no pain without
the presence of emotional expressions. The visual stimuli were presented in color and
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depicted one or two hands in painful and neutral poses. The painful situations were
accidents that could happen in daily life, such as a picture of a hand being trapped by a
door, whereas the neutral pictures displayed the same context without implication of pain.
Results found no gender differences in event-related brain potential (ERP) for pain effect;
however, for females’ subjective ratings of pain and self-unpleasantness correlated with
ERP amplitudes compared to subjective ratings of males. This demonstrates that
emotional expressions do not need to be present to evoke an automatic empathic neural
response from males and females. This provides further support that self-reported
feelings of empathy and unpleasantness are correlated with underlying neural processes
and it appears that the context of the situation may contribute to the elicitation of
immediate empathic responses. Specifically, when viewing painful stimuli affective
empathic responses are elicited in women more than men.
Additional studies have replicated gender differences in empathic responses using
imagery of humans compared to imagery without humans. Proverbio, Adornia, Zani, and
Trestianu (2009) compared neural responses towards imagery of ecological scenes and
humans, which were then placed in a positive or negative context. For example, imagery
of humans in a negative context displayed individuals visibly anguished, terrified,
distressed, or at risk for their lives, whereas in the positive context individuals were
displayed as happy, loving, or comfortable. Imagery of scenery in a negative context
displayed repulsive insects, car or plane crashes, and desolate war scenes, whereas in a
positive context imagery included attractive food or natural landscapes. The results
demonstrated that both sexes showed finer and more accurate discrimination of affective
valence (in terms of LP amplitude—an ERP that reflects facilitated attention to emotional
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stimuli) for images of humans than for images of scenery. This effect was greater in
women than men, demonstrating a sex difference in observation of pain in humans.
Women showed a greater increase than men in activity of several brain regions when
viewing images of humans: the left inferior parietal (BA40), left superior temporal gyrus
(BA38) and right cingulate gyrus (BA31). The activation of these brain areas is
significant in that they have been linked to the mirror neuron system of empathy, which
contributes to the affective component of empathy. Thus, the gender difference in
immediate empathic reactions to presence of humans appears to have a neural basis.
Unfortunately, Proverbio et al. (2009) did not demonstrate increased affective
empathic responses to imagery of painful stimuli as demonstrated by Han, Fan, and Mao
(2008). Increased affective empathic responses in females compared to males were
elicited by observation of bodily and human expressivity in complex social scenes not the
observation of stimuli that appear threatening. Thus, it appears gender differences in
immediate empathic responses lies in the detection of facial human expressivity
compared to detection of a painful stimulus itself. Facial human expressivity takes
precedence in increased elicitation of affective empathic responses in females compared
to males; however, context plays a role as well.
Overall, it appears that women are more responsive to visual cues due to
immediate empathic responses elicited by visual imagery compared to men. Therefore, it
would seem that facilitating visualization should increase empathic responses and
promote moral judgments supportive of the target in need more among females compared
to males. This may be due to increased oxytocin among females than males, which has
been shown to result in increased sociality and altruistic decisions (Carter, 2007; Scheele
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et al., 2014). Further, it may be due to stress that could result in possible gender
differences of moral support to a target in need.
The Current Study
Moral Intuition
Moral judgments usually involve affective intuitions (Monin, Pizarro, & Beer,
2007) and since such intuitions are not logical, it is possible that one could
simultaneously experience feelings of right and wrong. This phenomenon is known as
moral ambivalence (Navarick, 2013). Since intuitions can impact moral decisions, it is
crucial to measure the strength of the feelings of right and wrong. The present study
examined feelings of right and wrong by applying the Evaluative Space Model (ESM) of
attitude measurement (Cacioppo & Bernsten, 1994; Larsen, McGraw, Mellers, &
Cacioppo, 2004; Larsen, Norris, McGraw, Hawley & Cacioppo, 2009; Norman et al.,
2011). This model has been applied to diverse forms of attitudinal stimuli involving
simultaneous arousal of positive and negative affect: novel tastes (Kwak, Ahn, Lee,
Kreger, & Lee, 2013), disappointing wins and relieving losses in a gambling situation
(Larsen, McGraw, Mellers, & Cacioppo, 2004), and people, things, and issues for which
participants reported feeling ambivalent (Larsen et al, 2009). Navarick (2013; 2016)
proposed extending the ESM to the measurement of moral ambivalence because it allows
for independent variation of positive and negative moral affect.
Bivariate Measurement of Positive and Negative Affect
Based on the ESM, researchers use a bivariate scale to separately measure the
positive and negative components of attitudes. A bivariate scale consists of two
unidimensional scales, one representing the positive component and the other the
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negative component, and they are presented at the same time. Participants are asked to
make separate ratings on these scales. In contrast, bipolar scales link the positive and
negative components; as one gets stronger, the other gets weaker (Cacioppo & Bernsten,
1994; Larsen et al., 2009). For moral judgments, the bivariate scale would have one scale
for right and one for wrong (Navarick, 2016). The current study examined ratings of both
right or wrong to examine an individual’s feeling to help or aid the individual portrayed
within the moral scenario. “Key questions” are accessible in the appendix to indicate if
the identified question uses a rating of right or wrong to demonstrate support for the
individual. Ratings on the other scale or the summary measure, R-W, may also be
considered in exploratory analyses.
Moral Scenarios
The current study created new scenarios based on a common theme of helping
another individual at a cost of harming others to some degree. The complete scenarios are
available at http://psych.fullerton.edu/navarick/thesis_scenarios.pdf. This theme is the
opposite of the typical deontological versus utilitarian paradigm in studies of moral
judgment, which assesses harming another individual with the benefit of protecting
others. Since the current study sought to examine prosocial behavior and empathic
responses, scenarios that focus on prosocial behavior with a high or low cost of harming
others were created.
Picture vs. No Picture Condition
Previous studies of moral decision-making have examined simulated mental
imagery or placed participants in a situation requiring a moral decision. This study will
examine pictures representative of the moral dilemma versus a no picture condition.
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Images were chosen to depict the context of the scenario or the individuals or animals
who would receive moral support by a favorable rating on the key question.
Hypotheses Concerning Moral Judgment, Gender, Pictures, and Empathy
Hypothesis One. The Picture group should show higher ratings for actions
supportive of the persons or animals framed by the question (based on ratings on the “key
questions”) compared to the No-Picture group. This difference should be stronger for
females than for males. According to previous research, when emotional facial
expressivity is at its maximum, there will be an increase in affective empathic responses
(Wild, Erb, & Bartels, 2001). Other studies have revealed that women tend to show
stronger affective empathic responses than males to the context or facial expressivity
(Han, Fan, & Mao, 2008; Proverbio et al., 2009). The images present within the picture
group should highlight emotional expressivity through depiction of context and/or the
individual who will be affected by each moral scenario. This should elicit increased
affective responses among the picture group but more strongly in females than males.
Hypothesis Two. Across the Picture and No-Picture groups, females should show
higher ratings in support of the individual portrayed within the scenario (based on the key
questions) than should males. This hypothesis is supported by studies showing detection
of emotional expressivity is likely to be faster and produce a larger increase in immediate
empathic responses in females than males (Wild, Erb, & Bartels, 2001).
Hypothesis Three. Levels of trait affective empathy measured using the
Interpersonal Reactivity Inventory (IRI) should positively correlate with rated feelings of
support for the individual on the key questions. Predisposition toward affective empathy
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should amplify the reaction to the emotional expression or the context depicted in the
scenario regardless of gender.
Hypothesis Four. Females should show higher levels of affective empathy than
males on the IRI. As demonstrated by previous research, females tend to demonstrate
increased immediate affective responses through neural activation and also through selfreport (Wild, Erb, & Bartels, 2001; Proverbio et al., 2009). Replicating previous findings
on gender differences in trait empathy would support the external validity of the current
procedures.
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CHAPTER 2
METHOD

Participants
Survey data were collected online from introductory psychology students at
California State University, Fullerton who participated in partial fulfillment of a research
hours requirement. The survey was conducted in two phases, initially in 2014 and then in
2016 when, based on an ongoing literature review, it was deemed advisable to include
measures of trait empathy for additional correlational analyses. The only difference
between the two phases was the inclusion of the empathy measures in the second phase.
There were 206 participants in the initial phase (125 females, 69 males, 12 missing cases;
age range = 18-30 years, mean age = 18.95 years, SD = 1.45 years) and 89 participants in
the second phase (50 females, 39 males; age range = 18-28 years, mean age = 19.75, SD
= 2.15 years). Participants qualified for credit after they agreed to the informed consent
statement and remained on the survey for at least two minutes. They were not required to
answer all of the scenarios to receive credit for the study.
Demographic information was requested after the scenarios were presented,
specifically the participant’s age and gender. Age was included for possible future
analysis. Ethnicity/race data were not collected but could be estimated from data reported
by the CSUF Office of Institutional Research and Analytical Studies for the entire student
population, which introductory psychology classes would likely sample broadly because
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they met requirements both for General Education and for the psychology major. For Fall
2014, the demographic profile was as follows: 13,772 Hispanic (36.1%), 9,485 White
(24.8%), 7,980 Asian/Pacific Islander (20.9%), 2,930 International (7.7%), 1,527
multiethnic, 1,603 Unknown (4%), 813 Black (2.1%), and 68 American Indian (0.2%).
For Spring 2016, the profile was as follows: 14,479 Hispanic (37.7%), 8,753 White
(22.8%), 7,973 Asian/Pacific Islander (20.8%), 3,117 International (8.1%), 1,639
multiethnic (4.3%), 1,567 unknown (4.1%), 834 Black (2.2%), and 52 American Indian
(0.1%). Fall 2014 and Spring 2016 were the specific semesters that the surveys were
administered.
Materials
The Picture Variable
Although research has been consistent regarding imagery mediating the effects of
emotional intensity on decision-making, it has not controlled the specific images and
level of details induced through mental simulation. It seems that mental imagery can vary
among participants in relation to vividness, variations of the scene, and alertness to the
prompt. Such variations can seemingly affect induced emotional intensity of a moral
judgment. Thus, an image depicting the context or the individual who will be helped or
harmed was depicted in each moral scenario for the picture group. There were 16
pictures; each selected to be shown with a related scenario. The pictures are provided in
Appendix B.
Moral Scenarios
Sixteen entirely new scenarios were developed and presented in the initial (2014)
and final phase (2016) of the study. They were categorized according to degree of
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conflict between helping and harming others—seven low-conflict (a scenario where the
helping the person or animal in question involves a relatively small cost to others) and
nine high-conflict (a scenario in which helping the person or animal in question could be
harmful to others). Each moral scenario has varied “key questions” that denotes whether
a rating of RIGHT or WRONG shows support for the individual to be helped within the
scenario. By varying the ratings of RIGHT or WRONG to show support for the
individual or animal results were not limited to any particular wording of the question.
The scenarios and “key questions” are listed in Table A1 of the Appendix and the
complete scenarios are provided at:
http://psych.fullerton.edu/navarick/thesis_scenarios.pdf
Empathy Scale
The Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) is a 28 item self-report questionnaire that
assesses affective and cognitive dimensions of empathy using four 7-item subscales.
Affective empathy is assessed using the subscales, empathic concern and personal
distress. Empathic concern measures feelings of concern or sympathy for others, whereas
personal distress measures feelings of anxiety and discomfort in emotional social settings
(Davis, 1983). Cognitive empathy is measured using the perspective taking and fantasy
subscales. Perspective taking measures the tendency to adopt the psychological point of
view of others, whereas the fantasy scale measures tendencies for an individual to
imagine themselves as fictitious characters of books, movies, and books (Davis, 1983).
All four scales on the IRI have satisfactory reliabilities—internal reliabilities
range from .71 to .77 and test-retest reliabilities range from .62 to .71 (Davis, 1983). It
has been validated on college populations. However, it is often used as a measurement of
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empathy across various populations. Within the current study, the affective empathy scale
had good overall internal consistency as measured by Cronbach’s Alpha (α = .82) as did
the subscales of empathic concern (α = .84) and personal distress (α = .74). The cognitive
empathy scale also had good overall internal consistency (α = .81), as did the subscales of
fantasy (α = .82) and perspective taking (α = .81). The IRI was administered in the
concluding phase of the study not the initial phase.
Bivariate Scale
The ESM of attitude measurement implies bivariate measurement of moral
evaluations (Cacioppo & Bernsten, 1994; Larsen et al., 2004; Larsen et al., 2009; Norman
et al., 2011). This allows for two independent unidimensional scales that simultaneously
measure activation in the positive and negative regions of the same underlying scale.
Each participant will be presented with the following sentence after each moral scenario:
How RIGHT do you feel it would be to . . . (from 0 to 5)?
How WRONG do you feel it would be to . . . (from 0 to 5)?
For the present study, feelings of both right and wrong were asked. However, only the
scale corresponding to the key question was used in the statistical analysis.
Procedure
The survey was administered online through SurveyMonkey. The first page of the
survey presented each participant with an Informed Consent Statement, which explained
participants could skip any scenarios that made them feel uncomfortable or discontinue at
any time and they would not lose credit for their participation. Page two was a group
assignment page, in which participants clicked one of two buttons based on the last digits
of their campus wide identification number. If their identification number ended in zero,
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one, two, three, four, they were assigned to the no picture group, whereas if their
identification number ended in five, six, seven, eight, nine, they were assigned to the
picture group. The next page presented participants with the 16 scenarios in random
order. The following page presented participants with the IRI scale, which assesses 28
self-report trait empathy measurement scales. After participants completed the IRI scale,
demographics were asked based on participant’s age, gender, and religion. The final page
provided participants with a debriefing statement.
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CHAPTER 3
RESULTS

Effects of Pictures and Gender on Ratings on Key Questions
All Key Questions
The first hypothesis stated that the picture group would show higher ratings on the
key questions than the no-picture group and that this difference would be greater for
females than males. In addition, the second hypothesis stated that females would show
higher ratings of support than males in both picture conditions. To assess these effects, a
2 x 2 ANOVA was conducted using picture vs. no-picture and gender as betweensubjects variables and the average of the ratings on high- and low-conflict key questions
as the dependent variable.
The results of the ANOVA failed to demonstrate a significant main effect of
picture vs. no picture (F(1, 273) = 0.085, p > .05) but revealed a significant main effect of
gender, (F(1, 273) = 14.954, p < .01). Specifically, the mean rating for females
(M = 3.300, SD = 0.469) exceeded that for males (M = 3.066, SD = 0.515) with Cohen’s
d = 0.475, which would indicate a relatively medium effect size (0.3-0.5). The interaction
effect between picture conditions and gender failed to show significant differences,
(F(1, 273) = 0.947, p > .05).
Figure 1 depicts the mean difference and 95% confidence intervals (CI) between
males and females. The figure shows that females responded with higher ratings of moral
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support than did males. The figure also displays that the higher bar for females is above
the upper limit of the other bar’s CI, and the lower bar is below the lower limit of the
other bar’s CI. Each mean was outside the other’s CI.

Figure 1. Mean differences between males and females on ratings of “key” questions

Ratings on High-Conflict vs. Low-Conflict Scenarios
To substantiate the distinction of moral support ratings for high- and low-conflict
scenarios paired samples t tests were performed for each phase of the study (2014 and
2016). Results for the concluding phase indicated significantly higher ratings of moral
support on key questions for low- (M = 3.300, SD = 0.674) vs. high-conflict scenarios
(M = 3.057, SD = 0.644), t(88) = 3.819, p < .01 with Cohen’s d = 0.369 which would
indicate a medium effect size (0.3-0.5). The intial phase of the study failed to replicate
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these findings as ratings of moral support did not significantly differ between high- and
low-conflict scenarios (t(187) = 1.200, p > .05).
To assess the robustness of the previously discussed findings based on ratings
averaged across the high- and low-conflict scenarios, two separate, 2 x 2 ANOVAs were
conducted, one for high-conflict scenarios and one for low-conflict scenarios, with
picture and gender as independent variables. These tests were conducted separately for
each phase of the study. Overall, the pattern of findings obtained by combining all of the
scenarios showed up in the separate scenario categories in the concluding phase but not in
the initial phase. Generality across survey years was achieved only when the two scenario
categories were combined.
For the concluding phase of the study, the results of the ANOVA for moral support
with low-conflict scenarios failed to demonstrate a significant main effect of picture vs.
no picture, (F(1, 85) = 0.289, p > .05) but revealed a significant main effect of gender,
(F(1,85) = 7.032, p < .05). Specifically, the mean ratings of low conflict scenario
responses for females (M = 3.466, SD = 0.598) exceeded that for males (M = 3.088,
S = 0.713) with Cohen’s d = 0.574, which would indicate a medium effect size (0.3-0.5).
The interaction effect between picture condition and gender failed to show significant
differences of moral support for low-conflict scenarios (F(1, 85) = 0.108, p > .05).
Similarly, results with high-conflict scenarios failed to demonstrate a significant
main effect of picture vs. no picture (F(1, 85) = 0.416, p > .05), but revealed a significant
main effect of gender, (F(1, 85) = 6.304, p < .05). Specifically, the mean rating of moral
support for high-conflict scenarios for females (M = 3.204, SD = 0.613) exceeded that for
males (M = 2.869, SD = 0.641) with Cohen’s d = 0.534, which would indicate a medium
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effect size (0.3-0.5). The interaction between picture condition and gender failed to show
significant differences of moral support for high-conflict scenarios (F(1, 85) = 0.112,
p > .05).
For the initial phase of the study, results of the 2 x 2 ANOVA with low-conflict
scenarios failed to reveal significant main effects of both picture vs. no picture, (F(1, 188)
= 0.62, p > .05) and gender (F(1, 188) = 2.432, p > .05). The interaction effect between
picture condition and gender was also not significant (F(1, 188) = 0.343, p > .05). Results
with high-conflict scenarios showed the same pattern: no significant main effect of
picture condition, (F(1, 184) = 0.034, p > .05), no significant gender effect,
(F(1, 184) = 3.661, p = .057), and no significant interaction (F(1, 184) = 1.487, p > .05).
Affective Empathy and Ratings on Key Questions
The third hypothesis predicted affective empathy would predict ratings of moral
support using key questions regardless of gender. In order to assess this relationship, a
multiple linear regression was conducted using affective empathy and gender as predictor
variables and the average of high- and low-conflict key questions as the dependent
variable. The multiple regression should show a significant correlation of ratings with
affective empathy scores independently of gender, i.e., when the correlation (confound)
between empathy scores and gender is factored out. The findings are presented in
Table 1.
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Table 1. Summary of Multiple Regression Analysis for Affective Empathy and Gender
Predicting Ratings of Moral Support
Variable
Affective Empathy
Gender

b

SE B

β

-0.03

0.121

-0.029

0.139

0.301

0.361*

Note. R2 = 0.085, *p < 0.01

The results demonstrated that the linear combination of affective empathy and
gender significantly related to moral support on key questions, (F(2, 81) = 3.741, p <
.05). However, affective empathy was not a significant predictor of moral support, (b = .030, r(84) = 0.091, p > .05) whereas gender was a significant predictor, (b = 0.361, r(84)
= 0.290, p < .01). The regression coefficient was .361 which indicates an increase of .361
in ratings of moral support on key questions when going from males to females.
Exploratory Analysis of Cognitive Empathy
To assess cognitive empathy as a predictor of moral support ratings regardless of
gender an additional multiple regression analysis was performed. Cognitive empathy and
gender were used as predictor variables and the average of high- and low- conflict key
questions was used as the dependent variable. The findings are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Summary of Multiple Regression Analysis for Cognitive Empathy and Gender
Predicting Ratings of Moral Support
Variable

b

SE B

β

Cognitive Empathy

0.022

0.110

0.023

Gender

0.366*

0.136

0.303

Note. R2 = 0.097, *p < 0.01
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The results revealed that the linear combination of cognitive empathy and gender
significantly related to moral support on key questions, (F(2, 81) = 4.343, p < .05).
However, cognitive empathy was not a significant predictor of moral support (b = 0.22,
r(84) = 0.128, p > .05). Gender was a significant predictor (b = 0.366, r(84) = 0.310,
p < .01). The regression coefficient was .366 which indicates an increase when going
from males to females of .366 in ratings of support on key questions.
Effects of Gender on Empathy Scales
The fourth hypothesis stated females would have higher levels of trait affective
empathy than males. To assess this difference a One-Way ANOVA was conducted using
gender as a between subject variable and self-reported ratings on the IRI as the dependent
variable. This analysis included a smaller sample size (84 participants) as it examined the
concluding phase of the study which included the IRI.
The results indicate a significant effect of gender, F(1, 82) = 15.384, p < .01.
Specifically, females had higher levels of trait affective empathy (M = 2.480, SD = 0.527)
than males (M = 2.022, SD = 0.526) with Cohen’s d = 0.870, which would indicate a
relatively large effect size (0.6-0.8).
Further analysis of gender and cognitive empathy revealed similar findings. The
results demonstrated a significant effect of gender (F(1, 82) = 11.174, p < .01), with
females showing higher levels of cognitive empathy (M = 2.832, SD = 0.610) than males
(M = 2.405, SD = 0.536) and Cohen’s d = .744, which would indicate a relatively large
effect size (0.6-0.8).
Figure 2 depicts the means and 95% CIs of males and females on measures of
affective and cognitive empathy (left and right panels, respectively). The figure shows
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that females had higher scores than males in both affective and cognitive forms of
empathy. It can also be seen that the higher bar in each pair is above the upper limit of the
other bar’s CI, and the lower bar is below the lower limit of the other bar’s CI.

Figure 2. Mean differences of gender based on affective and cognitive empathy

Supplementary Analyses
To test the assumption that for most participants the scenarios about animal
welfare posed a moral issue, each pair of right and wrong responses was individually
scanned for morally neutral ratings, which were operationally defined as ratings of Right
and Wrong (R/W) that fit into the pattern of 0/0, 1/0, 0/1, or 1/1. Table 3 presents
frequency of morally neutral responses on the animal welfare scenarios for the initial and
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final phase of the study.
Table 3. Number of Participants in Each Survey Who Gave “Morally Neutral” Ratings in
Scenarios About Animals
Number of Participants with “Morally Neutral”* Ratings
Animal Scenario

2016 Survey (n = 89)**

2014 Survey (n = 196)**

Chimpanzees

0

0

Pit Bull

1

0

Ebola Dog

1

0

*Morally Neutral” refers to a participant’s ratings of right and wrong (R/W) that fit onen
of the following patterns: 0/0, 1/0, 0/1, 1/1.
** The combined sample sizes of the Picture and No-Picture groups.

The table shows only two cases of morally neutral ratings on the concluding
phase and no morally neutral ratings on the initial phase. These results demonstrate that
for virtually all participants, the animal welfare scenarios raised moral issues.
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CHAPTER 4
DISCUSSION

Overall, the results revealed that females gave significantly higher ratings of
moral support on key questions than did males. Further, females had significantly higher
scores than males on measures of affective and cognitive empathy. However, measures of
affective and cognitive empathy did not significantly predict ratings on the key questions,
implying that the gender difference in ratings depended on processes other than empathy.
As will be discussed, one such process could be a predisposition toward helping
others linked to “tend-and-befriend” behavior patterns, which are usually exhibited more
strongly in females than in males (Taylor et al., 2000) and which may function
independently of momentary feelings of empathy. It is also possible that prosocial
behavior is a by-product of offspring care and thus females are more likely to engage in
helping behavior due to the effects of social norms that can occur in the absence of
empathy (Preston, 2013). These findings and theoretical considerations will be applied as
they become relevant in an assessment of the hypotheses that were originally stated.
Hypothesis One: Effects of Pictures on Ratings of Moral Support
The first hypothesis predicted that the picture group would show higher ratings of
moral support on key questions compared to the no picture group. Further, the hypothesis
predicted that this effect would be stronger for females than for males. Results of the
ANOVA failed to support this hypothesis as the picture condition did not produce

33
significantly higher moral ratings than the no-picture condition and there was no
significant interaction between picture condition and gender. The absence of significant
effects could reflect methodological problems or the potential role of tend-and-befriend
behavior patterns.
From a methodological standpoint, it is possible that participants in the no picture
group engaged in mental imagery of the scenario that was as effective in influencing
ratings as the pictures. However, this possibility cannot be assessed because the survey
did not contain a question asking participants if they had mentally envisioned the
scenarios, as was done in Amit and Greene (2012). It may also be the case that the
pictures did not induce an empathic response from the viewer that was strong enough to
affect ratings of moral support, possibly because participants in the picture group did not
look at the image for a long enough period. The emotional effect of the pictures cannot be
assessed because there were no questions asking participants to rate their emotional
reactions, which would have been a confounding variable given the absence of pictures in
the comparison group.
From a theoretical standpoint, the pictures would not necessarily be expected to
have an effect on moral support due to the finding that trait affective empathy did not
correlate with the ratings and the pictures were expected to heighten these feelings. In
other words, the lack of a picture effect complements the lack of an empathy effect. Even
if the pictures had stimulated an affective empathic response, this reaction may not have
influenced ratings on the key questions because the ratings did not correlate with
measures of affective empathy. These considerations suggest a potential role for tend-
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and-befriend behavioral dispositions that could function independently of momentary
feelings of empathy, as will be discussed in the next two sections.
Hypotheses Two, Three, and Four:
Gender Differences and Ratings of Moral Support
Hypothesis two predicted that across the picture and no-picture groups, females
would show higher ratings of moral support than males. Results demonstrated
significantly higher ratings of moral support for females than males for both phases (2014
and 2016) in which the survey was conducted, thus demonstrating support for Hypothesis
two. The results revealed a large effect size for the second (2016) phase of the study and
a medium effect size for the initial phase (2014), implying that gender differences of
moral support were replicated from different samples.
Hypothesis three stated that levels of trait affective empathy using the IRI should
positively correlate with ratings of moral support. Results failed to demonstrate support
for Hypothesis three, as there was no significant relationship between trait affective
empathy and these ratings. Exploratory analysis of a possible relationship between trait
cognitive empathy using the IRI and the ratings also failed to demonstrate a significant
relationship. Thus, processes other than empathy appear to underlie the correlation
between gender and ratings on the key questions.
Hypothesis four predicted that females would show higher levels of trait affective
empathy than males on the IRI. The results provide support for Hypothesis four as
females showed significantly higher levels of trait affective empathy than males, with a
relatively large effect size (d = 0.870). Further analysis revealed a similar difference for
trait cognitive empathy; specifically, females showed significantly higher levels of trait
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cognitive empathy than males (d = 0.744). These results replicate gender differences in
empathy as demonstrated in previous studies (Wild, Erb, & Bartels, 2001; Proverbio et
al., 2009).
To summarize: (1) Females gave significantly higher ratings of moral support
than males; (2) Females also showed higher levels of trait affective and cognitive
empathy than males; (3) Affective and cognitive empathy were not significantly
correlated with ratings of moral support. This pattern of results raises the question: If the
gender difference in trait empathy does not explain the gender difference on the key
questions, then what other aspects of gender could be responsible?
Generalization of Tend-and-Befriend Behavior Patterns to Moral Judgment
One such explanation could be contributions from tend-and-befriend behavior
patterns, which are usually exhibited more strongly in females than males (Taylor et al.,
2000) and could possibly function independently of one's current feelings of empathy.
Tend-and-befriend behavior patterns are responses to stress that are often shown in
females instead of fight-or-flight reactions. Specifically, females are more likely to
respond to a situation involving stress by engaging in behaviors to protect offspring and
others in need from harm (tending) and affiliating with their social group (befriending)
(Taylor et al., 2000). This type of prosocial response is a by-product of caregiving
behaviors towards a baby or others to whom the woman feels attached.
Both hormone secretion and socialization could promote the extension of females’
tend-and-befriend behavioral dispositions to moral judgment and contribute to the
observed gender difference in ratings of moral support on the key questions. Specifically,
oxytocin, sex hormones, and internally produced opioids contribute to an increase in
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prosocial behavior from females compared to males (Taylor et al., 2000). In addition,
socialization of increased caregiving among females increases the likelihood that they
would be more likely than males to provide care and protection to those in need (Preston,
2013).
Regarding hormone secretion, oxytocin plays an adaptive role for females in
caregiving behavior that may generalize to responding to others in need. Oxytocin
appears to decrease fear and increase motivation to approach others in need in order to
engage in helping behavior (Preston, 2013). Females release more oxytocin than males in
response to stress and during bonding with infants (Jezova, Jurankova, Mosnarova,
Kriska, & Skultetyova, 1996). Further, oxytocin is modulated by the female sex hormone
estrogen, which may also help explain gender differences in response to stress
(McCarthy, 1995). Oxytocin serves an adaptive role for females that prevents the
experience of fear upon exposure to a threat and increases engagement in approach
responses to protect or help, contrary to flight-or-fight behavior patterns usually
demonstrated with males (Preston, 2013; Taylor et al., 2000). Consequently, an increase
in oxytocin among females serves to protect offspring or others to whom the female feels
attached (Preston, 2013) and may generalize towards strangers in need, as will soon be
discussed.
Oxytocin secretion is classically conditioned to contexts in which caregiving is
provided (Guastella, Michell, & Matthews, 2008). It is suggested here that this
conditioned response could then generalize (i.e., through the process of stimulus
generalization based on similarity between a conditioned stimulus and a new stimulus) to
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novel contexts involving the welfare of strangers and make supportive moral judgments a
source of positive affect.
Preston (2013) proposed a complementary process in which providing care
establishes a memory for the individual in need along with the accompanying release of
dopamine, the neurotransmitter that underlies activity in the reward and pleasure
networks of the brain. This memory links internally experienced rewards with the
motivation to approach a vulnerable person and promotes helping behavior in new
circumstances (Preston, 2013). It is implied that the perception of an individual in need
would not have to trigger a stressed state to produce a helping response, as internally
experienced rewards (i.e., resulting from dopamine secretion) have been previously
conditioned to helping responses. Consequently, it may “feel good” to engage in helping
responses. The conditioning of oxytocin and dopamine release to helping responses may
occur more frequently and more intensely in females than males and could at least partly
explain the gender differences in moral support found in the current study.
Socialization of gender roles may also contribute to increased tend-and-befriend
behavior dispositions in females and could play a role in the higher levels of moral
support shown by females than males in the current study (Eagly, Wood, & Diekman,
2000). Singer et al. (2008) explained that individuals might base prosocial behavior on
social norms rather than empathic feelings towards an individual. Further, attributes
applied to gender roles may influence the behavior of an individual who identifies with
her or his role. For example, females are more likely than males to be perceived as
helpful, kind, compassionate, and devoted to others (Becker & Eagly, 2004) and hold
roles that involve nurturing elements (e.g., teacher, therapist) (Becker & Eagly, 2004). It
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is likely that females’ prosocial behavior is partly a by-product of previous caregiving
roles and gender characteristics ascribed to them (Becker & Eagly, 2004). Thus, females
may help a vulnerable individual in the absence of empathic-driven responses through
habit based on prior caregiving (Barclay & Lupton, 1999). But while prosocial behavior
need not stem from empathic responses directed at the vulnerable individual, empathy
could still be an influential factor in tend-and-befriend behaviors that occur in their
original contexts.
Limitations and Future Directions
Limitations within the current study involve the ethnicity of participants and
possibly the use of animals. The current study did not examine the ethnicity or “race” of
participants and the possible correlation of these characteristics with moral support for
the individual in need as depicted in the Picture group. The pictures showed individuals
with various demographic characteristics and recent research has found that individuals
rate their own social groups more positively and implicitly stratify others based on age,
race, and religion into a social hierarchy based on implicit beliefs rooted within the
culture (Axt, Ebersole, & Nosek, 2014). Consequently, the pictures may elicit possible
biases, which may affect ratings of moral support for the individual within a particular
scenario. Future research could examine the possible relationship between a participant’s
self- identified demographic characteristics (e.g., age, ethnicity, race, religion) and ratings
of moral support provided to an individual in need given various social identities.
Cultural differences of participants should be taken into consideration as culture
could further explain possible differences of moral support provided to the individual in
need within the current study. Previous research has found that perception of moral
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behavior can vary by culture and can contribute to prosocial responses to those in need
(Butchel et al., 2015; Arevalo, So, & McNaughton-Cassill, 2016). Specifically,
individuals with an Eastern cultural background are more likely to associate immoral
behavior with incivility than those who come from a Western cultural background.
Whereas, those with a Western cultural background are more likely to link immoral
behavior with harm caused to another compared to Easterners (Butchel et al., 2015).
Further, Eastern approaches of moral behavior focus on the cultivation of a good
character through practicing respect and being courteous to others (Cua, 2007; Sarkissan,
2014). Therefore, it is possible that individuals who come from Eastern or Western
backgrounds may feel differently regarding providing help to an individual in need.
Specifically, those who come from an Eastern culture may feel more strongly regarding
helping someone in need as it would cultivate a virtuous character. On the other hand,
individuals who come from a Western background may not feel as strongly about helping
another because a virtuous character is not emphasized in a Western approach to morality
(Butchel et al., 2015). Unfortunately, these cultural differences could not be examined
within the current study, as the ethnicity and race of participants was not assessed. Future
studies must take into consideration the importance of participants’ cultural backgrounds,
which may influence helping behavior.
Dimensions of cultural collectivism and individualism can also influence
prosocial responses to those in need. Previous research found that individuals from a
collectivistic background, specifically Latinos, were more likely to generalize
collectivistic values of helping towards others of a distant social relationship and
consequently “felt good” about their prosocial responses (Janoff-Bulman & Leggatt,
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2002). In another study, Latino college students were more likely to support situations
that involved helping others; specifically neighbors, classmates, and friends compared to
Non-Latino College students (Arevalo, So, & McNaughton-Cassil, 2016). Therefore, it is
likely that individuals with collectivistic values could generalize interdependence and
social obligations to help strangers in need. This cultural limitation is significant within
the current study as the population of California State University Fullerton primarily
consists of more than half of students who come from a Latino or Asian background,
cultures that are mostly collectivistic (Arevalo et al., 2016). Unfortunately, the current
study did not assess ethnicity or cultural background of participants; therefore prosocial
responses based on collectivistic and individualistic values could not be assessed. Future
studies should continue to assess differences in prosocial responses based on cultural
values of collectivism and individualism.
An additional issue that may be raised is the use of animals in some scenarios
(chimps and dogs), specifically, whether the use of animals poses a moral issue to
participants. Examination of the supplementary analysis reveals that in the both phases of
the study there were only two cases of morally neutral ratings. Consequently, the use of
animals posed a moral issue for virtually all participants. Verrinder, Ostini, and Phillips
(2016) found similar results when comparing moral judgments using humans and animal
subjects. Moral reasoning of animal ethics was not unique to animal advocates but to a
diverse set of students. There is limited research on animal ethics and moral decisionmaking, and future studies may consider exploration of animal ethics and moral judgment
using animals as targets in need.
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Conclusion
For a set of 16 newly written scenarios, there was a significant gender difference
in ratings of moral support for a person or animal described as being in a vulnerable
position and in need of some kind of assistance: Females responded with higher ratings of
support than males. There was also a significant gender difference in trait empathy:
Females had higher affective and cognitive empathy scores than males. However,
empathy was not a significant predictor of ratings of moral support. Thus, empathydriven responses apparently did not contribute to moral support for the individual
portrayed within the scenario. Instead, tend-and-befriend behavioral dispositions may
have played an important role. Women may be more likely to show moral support for a
vulnerable individual due to increased oxytocin secretion that was conditioned in typical
familial caregiving situations and then has generalized to the current context, becoming a
source of positive affect for helping the individual. In addition, socialization of gender
norms may increase a female’s tend-and-befriend behavioral dispositions towards
responding in a way that is consistent with her gender role independently of current
feelings of empathy.
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APPENDIX A
LIST OF SCENARIOS* BY NUMBER, NAME, AND CONFLICT CATEGORY,
TOGETHER WITH THE “KEY QUESTION” USED TO ASSESS SUPPORT FOR
THE PERSON(S) OR ANIMAL(S) AT ISSUE IN THE SCENARIO

Number

Scenario Name

Key Question:
“How [RIGHT/WRONG]
do you feel it would be
(from 0 to 5?)”**

Low-Conflict Scenarios
1

Orphans

“How RIGHT do you feel it
would be to help buy toys
for these children . . . ?”

5

Lethal Injection

“How WRONG do you feel
it would be to execute Kyle
by lethal injection . . . ?”

6

Surtax

“How RIGHT do you feel it
would be for the city to
impose a surtax to aid drug
abusers . . . ?”

43
7

Homeless

“How WRONG do you feel
it would be to move the
homeless out of the beaches
and into the slums to help
the tourists and businesses .
. . ?”

10

Shelter

“How WRONG do you feel
it would be to leave a few
coins in the cup for the
mother and her baby instead
of taking them to the shelter
. . . ?”

13

Bus Driver

“How RIGHT do you feel it
would be for the driver to
stop the bus so he can get a
quick snack . . . ?”

16

Brain Cancer

“How RIGHT do you feel it
would be for Ashley to kill
herself at a time of her
choice to avoid a future
painful death . . . ?”

44

High-Conflict Scenarios
2

Villagers

“How WRONG do you feel
it would be to kill the
villagers in order to prevent
a suicide attack on the city .
. . ?”

3

Chimpanzees

“How WRONG do you feel
it would be to inject the
baby chimps with this
vaccine to develop a cure
for mild skin cancer . . . ?”

4

Stroke Victim

“How RIGHT do you feel it
would be to administer the
drug to allow the patient to
die . . . ?”

8

Extradition

“How WRONG do you feel
it would be to deport the 93
year old man back to
Germany to stand trial . . .?”

45

9

Pit Bull

“How WRONG do you feel
it would be to kill the dog to
reduce the risk to children
in the neighborhood . . . ?”

11

Stolen Car

“How RIGHT do you feel it
would be for Brian to take
the car to start a new life in
North Dakota . . . ?”

12

Reborn Prisoner

“How RIGHT do you feel it
would be to release Kevin
early on parole . . . ?

14

Unemployed Mom

“How RIGHT do you feel it
would be to remain with the
man and risk not getting the
job . . . ?”

15

Ebola Dog

“How WRONG do you feel
it would be to kill the dog to
reduce the risk of spreading
the disease . . . ?”

*The complete scenarios are archived at:
http://psych.fullerton.edu/navarick/thesis_scenarios.pdf
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** Each scenario presented two questions differing only in whether it used the word
WRONG or RIGHT. “How WRONG do you feel it would be… (from 0 to 5?)” appeared
directly below the question, ““How RIGHT do you feel it would be . . . (from 0 to 5?)”.
One of these questions served as the key question that measured support for the subject of
the scenario, with higher ratings indicating more support.
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APPENDIX B
PICTURES LISTED BY SCENARIO NUMBER, NAME, AND CONFLICT
CATEGORY

Number

Scenario

Picture

Name

Low-Conflict Scenarios

1

Orphans

Image shows the children who would be helped by providing
a monetary donation.

48
5

Lethal
Injection

Image shows the context of the crime scene.
6

Surtax

Image shows the individual who would be helped by the
imposition of the surtax.
7

Homeless

Image shows the homeless individual who may be moved to
the outskirts of the city.

49
10

Shelter

Image shows the shelter nearby that one could take the
mother and child to.
13

Bus Driver

Image shows the bus driver who requests to make a stop for
lunch.

50
16

Brain Cancer

Image shows the woman with terminal brain cancer who has
acquired a drug to take her life.

High-Conflict Scenarios

2

Villagers

Image shows the villagers who may be killed by commando
squad.

51
3

Chimpanzees

Image shows baby chimpanzee who would be injected with
the vaccine.
4

Stroke Victim

Image shows the stroke victim who is requesting physicianassisted suicide.

52
8

Extradition

Image shows the man who would be extradited to Germany
to stand trial.
9

Pit bull

Image shows the pit bull who would be put to death.
11

Stolen Car

Image shows the man who would be helped by stealing the
car.

53
12

Reborn
Prisoner

Image shows the inmate who would be released on parole.
14

Unemployed
Mom

Image shows the mother who may not get a job she needs to
support her family if she stops to provide help on the street.

54
15

Ebola Dog

Image above shows the dog that may be killed.
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