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Abstract 

 

In the present paper we aimed to replicate the findings of Everett, Pizarro & Crockett 

(2016). Everett et al. (2016) uncovered that people consider deontologists as more 

trustworthy than utilitarians. We investigated if this effect is moderated by the gender of 

the target (male versus female) and the harm-type of the dilemma each target is 

confronted with (white lie versus physical harm trolley dilemma). Participants’ moral 

preference on a white lie and a physical harm moral dilemma battery was registered and 

they were asked to play an online trust game with anonymous others and with male and 

female deontologists and utilitarians. The results of our experiment replicated the 

findings of Everett et al. (2016) and showed that deontologists are indeed more trusted 

than utilitarians. Building on this effect, our results demonstrated that participants 

showed less trust in targets involved in physical harm trolley dilemmas compared to 

targets involved in white lie dilemmas. Interestingly, we did not uncover any effects of 

the targets’ gender, suggesting there are no gendered social norms for this specific style 

of moral reasoning. We explain these findings from a person-centered approach.  
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Introduction 

 

For several decades researchers in the field of moral psychology have been 

investigating the association between the decisions people make on moral dilemmas and 

various outcomes. Moral dilemma tasks have become a cornerstone to examine relations 

between a utilitarian (also referred to as consequentialist) or deontological inclination 

and concepts like psychopathy, trust, conformism, brain deficiencies et cetera. The most 

commonly used dilemmas in this field of research are the trolley and the footbridge 

dilemma. The trolley dilemma describes a situation in which five innocent people are 

standing on a railway track. A runaway railway car is approaching these five innocent 

people and is about to kill them. There is no way the people on the railway track can be 

alarmed. The participant is asked to decide if he or she would pull a switch which leads 

the runaway railway car to follow another railway track where only one man is standing 

on. Pulling the handle thus means that only one man will be killed by the runaway 

trolley instead of five. In other words, the participant must decide whether it’s morally 

correct to pull the handle to save five lives by sacrificing one innocent man’s life (Foot, 

1967).  

Participants can make two kinds of responses to these dilemmas. Specifically, 

they can respond in either a deontological or a utilitarian (also called consequentialist) 

fashion (Thomson, 1985). Deontological moral thinking implies that one should make 

decisions based on the intrinsic morality of an action, regardless of its consequences. 

Hence, according to this perspective, the morality of the act does not depend upon the 

consequences it will have. This is a principle-based way of thinking (Kant, 1797/2002). 

Utilitarianism on the other hand, argues that we should act for the greatest good. Only 

the consequences of an action are important. We must produce the best consequences 

possible for the largest number of people and it does not matter if the way to do so is by 

harming someone (Mill, 1863). 

 

The Switch Versus The Footbridge Dilemma 

The footbridge dilemma is identical to the switch dilemma, with the only 

difference that the only way to save these five innocent people is by pushing another 

man from a bridge, who will die but his bodyweight will stop the runaway trolley. 
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Although both dilemmas require sacrificing one life to save five others, 

participants are less likely to make a utilitarian decision in the footbridge dilemma 

compared to the switch dilemma (Thomson, 1985). Most people think it’s acceptable to 

sacrifice one life for the greater good (i.e. saving five other lives) in the switch dilemma, 

but not in the footbridge dilemma (for a review, see: Bruers & Braeckman, 2014). 

About 90% of the people argue it’s correct to pull the lever in the switch dilemma, but 

only about 10% of the participants argue it’s acceptable to push the heavy man from the 

bridge (Hauser, Cushman, Young, Jin & Mikhail 2008).  

We discuss two possible perspectives that could explain this remarkable 

discrepancy: the dual-process model and a person-centered approach. We will discuss 

the two approaches more profoundly in the following paragraphs. 

 

Dual-Process Theory of Moral Judgement 

The first model that can be put forward to partially explain the discrepancy in 

the percentages of utilitarian decisions in the trolley and the footbridge dilemma is the 

dual-process model. This theory, postulated by Greene (2007) claims that two types of 

brain systems play a mediating role in moral reasoning. When there is weakened 

empathy towards another person more utilitarian choices will be endorsed. Weakened 

empathy leads to less emotional aversion of harming the victim. When strong affective 

reactions are present, as a consequence of being confronted with a more “personal” 

moral dilemma, more deontological decisions will be made. Enhanced cognition on the 

other hand enables to consider the costs and the benefits of a certain action and helps to 

neutralize an emotional response which leads to an increased utilitarian inclination 

(Greene, 2007). The idea of pushing a man from a bridge evokes strong emotional, 

automatic processes which will result in people preferring the deontological option, i.e. 

not pushing the man from the bridge. The act of pulling the switch however, is less 

emotionally aversive and is thus not dominating the cognitive processes that lead people 

to endorse the utilitarian option, i.e. pulling the handle.  

The process of evoking moral disapproval due to negative emotional reactions 

when thinking about pushing a heavy man from a bridge, takes place in the medial 

prefrontal cortex. This region is damaged in VMPFC patients, which leads them to have 

an increased inclination for the consequentialist option (Greene, 2007). 
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Enhanced cognition, supported by the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (DLPFC), 

also plays an important role in supporting the cost-benefit analysis and neutralizing the 

prepotent emotional aversion of harming someone.  The switch dilemma does not evoke 

a prepotent emotional reaction, so in this case the utilitarian moral cognition dominates. 

The footbridge dilemma however, evokes a strong prepotent emotional response which 

is in conflict with utilitarian reasoning. Moral conflicts are typically detected by the 

anterior cingulate cortex (ACC) which gives a signal to the anterior DLPFC that 

cognitive control is required. In other words, controlled cognitive processes lead people 

to endorse the utilitarian option in moral dilemmas (Greene, 2007). 

Also, the switch and the footbridge dilemma belong to a different category of moral 

dilemmas. The footbridge dilemma is an example of a personal moral dilemma (Greene 

et al., 2001, 2004, 2009) in which the subject is asked to harm the victim by using 

personal force. Moreover, harming the victim is rather an intentional act (pushing the 

heavy man with own physical force) than a side-effect (Cushman, Young & Hauser, 

2006; Greene et al., 2009). The switch dilemma, in contrast, can be categorised as an 

impersonal moral dilemma (Greene et al., 2001, 2004, 2009). In this case the harm is 

not caused by direct physical harm, but by an impersonal side-effect, i.e. pulling the 

switch. Research shows that the majority of the people choose the utilitarian option 

when it comes to an impersonal dilemma but they do not so when it comes to a personal 

dilemma (Greene et al., 2001, 2004, 2008, 2009; Cushman et al., 2006; Hauser et al., 

2007; Mikhail, 2007; Moore, Clark & Kane, 2008; Gleichgerrcht and Young, 2013).  

So, in light of the dual-process model one could argue that the idea of pushing 

someone into death evokes a strong emotional reaction, leading to more affective, less 

cognitive and thus more deontological reasoning. The emotional response during 

impersonal moral dilemmas, contrarily, is less strong, resulting in a more cognitive way 

of reasoning and thus leads to more utilitarian judgements.  

In the following paragraphs we will discuss the research concerning the dual 

process model that provides support for the theory as well as research that exposes some 

shortcomings in the paradigm. 
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Research supporting the dual-process model. 

One study that provides support for Greene’s dual-process theory is the study of 

Valdesolo & DeSteno (2006). Instead of evoking negative emotional responses which 

lead to moral disapproval of pushing the man from the bridge, Valdesolo & DeSteno 

(2006) induced positive emotions in participants during moral judgement tasks. 

According to Greene (2007) positive emotions should lead to less deontological 

thinking. Results showed that participants were significantly more likely to endorse the 

utilitarian option in the footbridge dilemma when positive environment-induced feelings 

were induced. 

Further, the study of Kuehne Heimrath, Heinze & Zaehle (2015) demonstrated 

that decisions on moral dilemma tasks can be manipulated by modifications in activity 

of the left DLPFC. Participants received tDCS-stimulation during 10 minutes before 

they were asked to rate the correctness of moral personal dilemmas on a visual analog 

scale (VAS). When participants’ left DLPFC was under anodal stimulation, they were 

less likely to rate utilitarian judgements as more appropriate compared to when they 

received cathodal stimulation or sham. Otherwise said, participants shifted towards non-

utilitarian, passive actions during anodal tDCS of the left DLPFC. This means that 

persons high on psychopathy traits might find help for adaptive moral reasoning in 

neuromodulation-based approaches like tDCS (Kuehne et al., 2015). 

According to the dual-process theory of moral judgement, postulated by Greene 

(2007) it is no surprise that people with damage in the VMPFC tend to endorse the 

utilitarian option in physical harm dilemmas. The ventromedial prefrontal cortex 

(VMPC) also appears to play an important role in moral reasoning. This region is 

implicated in the processing of emotions, like fear and risk, and it is also necessary for 

decision making as well as for the inhibition of emotional responses (Koenigs et al., 

2007). Patients with bilateral lesions in the ventromedial prefrontal cortex are more 

likely to endorse the utilitarian options (i.e. less emotional and more rational decisions) 

on high-conflict personal moral dilemmas. These patients showed reduced social 

emotions: they were less empathic, embarrassed and felt less guilty when confronted 

with emotionally charged pictures (Koenigs et al., 2007). 

 

 



 

5 
 

Research questioning the dual-process model 

So, according to Greene’s dual-process model, individuals will be more likely to 

prefer the utilitarian option if a dilemma does not evoke strong aversive emotions. 

People with empathic deficiencies will thus have an inclination for the utilitarian 

reasoning because the path of ‘cognition’ will be more dominant and cognition leads to 

thinking in favour of the greater good, i.e. utilitarian thinking.  

But if people with reduced empathic emotions show a significant greater 

tendency to endorse the utilitarian option is this so because they really think in terms of 

maximizing welfare for everyone, or is this because they simply feel no aversion 

towards harming innocent others? And if the latter turns out to be true, aren’t we then 

actually measuring another concept than moral reasoning, namely a lack of empathy or 

harm aversion?  

Studies examining the association between people with psychopathic traits and 

their moral decisions can provide the answer to our question. Low anxious psychopaths, 

for instance, who are characterized by antisocial traits, are also more inclined to choose 

the utilitarian option (Koenigs, Zeier, & Newman, 2012). However, the assumption that 

they do so in order to maximize the positive consequences is doubtful (Kahane, Everett, 

Earp, Farias & Savulescu, 2015). It seems more likely to assume that they choose the 

utilitarian option, not because they are particularly inclined towards effortful cognitive 

activity but because they are callous for the emotions of other people (due to an 

empathic deficiency) and therefore show less action aversion (Patil, 2015) and less harm 

aversion (Cushman et al., 2012).  If this is the case, then trolley dilemmas might not be 

the best tool for investigating utilitarian and deontological reasoning, as assumed by the 

dual-process model. Evidence based on research concerning psychopathy and 

alexithymia (see next paragraph) is thus challenging the construct validity of trolley 

dilemmas and might provide evidence against Greene’s dual-process model. 

Neumann & Hare (2008) described psychopathy as: “a clinical construct defined 

by a pattern of interpersonal, affective, and behavioral characteristics, including 

egocentricity, deception, manipulation, irresponsibility, impulsivity, stimulation-

seeking, poor behavioral controls, shallow affect, a lack of empathy, guilt or remorse, 

and a range of unethical and antisocial behaviors, not necessarily criminal” (Hare, 2003; 

Neumann, Hare, & Newman, 2007; Vitacco, 2007). 
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The personality trait ‘psychopathy’ is typically seen as a predictor of amoral 

decision making in moral judgement tasks. The findings of Koenigs and colleagues 

(2012) support the assumption that psychopaths tend to make amoral decisions and 

demonstrate the importance of differentiating between two subtypes of psychopathy. 

Koenigs et al. (2012) investigated the differences between low-anxious psychopath 

males, high-anxious psychopath males and non-psychopath males on two types of moral 

judgement tests. Participants either had to rate ‘personal’ moral scenarios, which 

demand (as described in the previous paragraph) direct physical damage to another 

person, or ‘impersonal’ moral situations, which requires an indirect way of harming 

others. Both the low-anxious psychopaths and the high-anxious psychopaths were 

significantly more prone to support the impersonal actions compared to non-

psychopaths. On the other hand, high-anxious psychopath males did not differ from 

non-psychopath males in supporting the personal actions. Only the low-anxious 

psychopath males showed significantly stronger inclinations to support the personal, 

direct way of harming others. They were more likely to make a utilitarian choice 

(Koenigs et al., 2012). 

People with high scores in psychopathy are also more likely to use instrumental 

aggression in order to achieve their goals, a reward or outcome (Hare, 1999). 

Subsequently, psychopaths experience less aversion to harm other persons. Although, 

both weakened outcome and weakened action aversion have a relation with trait 

psychopathy, only reduced harmful action aversion partially explains why people high 

in psychopathy are more likely to support utilitarian moral reasoning (Patil, 2015).  

But what are outcome and action aversion? The outcome aversion model 

predicts that subjects won’t approve the utilitarian option in moral dilemmas since they 

are able to take the perspective of the victim and to imagine the pain this harmful action 

will cause. Action aversion on the other hand implies an aversive feeling to the harmful 

actions an sich without taking into account its consequences (Crockett, 2013; Cushman, 

2013; Miller & Cushman, 2013).  In accordance with their action aversion model, Blair, 

White, Meffert & Hwang (2013) posit that it’s necessary for humans to correctly 

differentiate between distress cues like sadness and fear in other persons’ faces and to 

have empathic concerns about these distress cues in order to acquire harm norms trough 

their development. These harm norms, more specifically aversion to harmful actions, 
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appeared to be reduced in trait psychopathy, leading to an increased approval of 

utilitarian judgement in personal moral dilemmas (Patil, 2015). 

Furthermore, research has not only uncovered a positive relation between a 

utilitarian moral preference on physical harm moral decision tasks and the personality 

trait psychopathy, but additionally also with narcissism and Machiavellianism 

(Djeriouat & Trémolière, 2014). These three traits are interrelated higher-order 

personality constructs and are also known as ‘the Dark Triad of personality’. (Paulhus 

& Williams, 2002).  Other personality traits such as honesty/humility and harm/care 

appear to have a stronger correlation with a deontological inclination (Djeriouat & 

Trémolière, 2014).  

Relatedly, a positive association has been revealed between trait alexithymia and 

utilitarian judgement on personal moral dilemmas which tend to evoke strong aversive 

emotions (Patil & Silani, 2014). Alexithymia literally means ‘without words for 

emotions’ and is characterised by deficits in psychic or empathic functioning and by 

difficulties in verbalizing own or others’ emotions. Individuals with trait alexithymia 

have difficulties with emotion regulation and recognition (Swart, Kortekaas, & Aleman, 

2009). Greene’s model claims that the utilitarian option in moral dilemmas (sacrificing 

one life to save five others) can be endorsed as a consequence of one of the two 

different pathways in our brain. As explained above, the first path is by weakened 

emotional aversion to the idea of harming an innocent person because of reduced 

empathy towards the victim. The second path is characterised by controlled cognitive 

processes which neutralise the strong emotions associated with the prospect of harming 

someone and which is helpful in cost-benefit analysis. The dual-process model predicts 

that personality traits related to weakened empathy would demonstrate a greater 

inclination to prefer the utilitarian option. As a matter of fact, subjects with trait 

alexithymia, who are characterised by deficiencies in empathy, showed increased 

utilitarian endorsements on personal moral dilemmas that are emotionally aversive. 

Utilitarian tendencies were increased due to less empathic concern for the person that 

has to be killed (Patil & Silani, 2014). Accordingly, one could argue that this study 

provides evidence for Greene’s dual-process model. Nevertheless, a greater tendency to 

endorse the utilitarian option should reflect the intention to maximize the wellbeing for 

everyone. The investigations of Kahane and colleagues (2015), however revealed that 
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this was not the case (see paragraph below). From this point of view, it can be stated 

that trolley-dilemmas do not measure ‘utilitarianism’ (as assumed by Greene), but rather 

a weakened empathy or harm aversion. 

In this regard, research by Kahane and colleagues (2015) is quite relevant. 

Kahane et al. (2015) examined whether utilitarian judgement in trolley-like dilemmas 

reflects genuine impartial concern for the greater good in other real-life contexts. 

Associations were found between ‘utilitarian’ judgements and a greater approval of 

rational egoism, decreased charitable donations and lower levels of identification with 

the whole of humanity. If ‘utilitarian’ judgements are assumed to reflect the aspiration 

to impartially maximize wellbeing, then one could argue that judgements in moral 

dilemma tasks should be related to judgements and attitudes that express concern for the 

greater good in other moral situations. Remarkably, this happened not to be the case. 

Hence, this finding provides support against the construct validity of ‘utilitarianism’ in 

physical harm moral dilemmas and more indirectly against the dual-process model of 

Greene. 

Additionally, there are some empirical findings in the moral psychology research 

domain that the dual-process model can’t clarify or predict. Nor can act-based theories 

of moral psychology. Uhlman, Pizarro & Diermeier (2015) describe act-based theories 

as accounts that pay particular attention to how people judge acts to be right or wrong. 

According to act-based theories people can believe acts to be good or bad based upon 

their final outcomes (utilitarian ethics) or based upon the right-or wrongness itself of the 

action (deontological ethics).  

Current act-based theories and the dual-process model can’t explain why some 

findings occur. They don’t take into account that individuals are intrinsically motivated 

to explain and think about other persons’ moral character. A person-centered account in 

contrast, is able to clarify these empirical findings by stating that they are legitimated 

evaluations based on the assessment of moral character (Uhlman et al., 2015). 

For example, the dual-process model and act-based theories can’t explain why 

people are more likely to judge unintentional negative side effects of decisions as 

intentional while positive side effects are not seen as intentional (Knobe, 2006, 2010). 

There are two paths that can lead an outcome to be seen as a side-effect. One possibility 

is that the actor did not try to let the effect occur. The second possibility is that the actor 
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expected the side-effect to happen as a result of deciding to do something. So, the moral 

qualities of the side-effect itself have an impact on the intuition of people. 

Secondly, when individuals receive person-centered information about an actor, 

that is linked to the good- or badness of his or her moral character, this information 

influences individuals’ evaluations concerning the causal role for the actor in good and 

bad situations. For instance, if a person with unsocial traits is involved in a car accident, 

he will be blamed more than a person with social personality traits. Individuals will 

perceive the unlikable person as having greater causal control over the bad event 

relative to the likable person (Alicke, 1992, 2000). This effect would not occur if only 

act information was provided (and not character information) in moral judgements. 

A third finding that can’t be explained by act-based theories and the dual-

process model is the following: an individual is held responsible for acts he was forced 

to execute by external instances as long as he had intentions to carry out this action 

anyway (Woolfolk, Doris, & Darley, 2006). 

Fourth, people tend to recall the severity of an act as greater if bad intentional 

motivations of the actor are involved (Pizarro, Laney, Morris, & Loftus, 2006). 

And last but not least, act-based theories struggle to explain why individuals 

have a tendency to blame others more for crimes of commission compared to crimes of 

omission. Imagine this situation: if a tennis player orders a meal for his rival that 

contains an ingredient to which he is allergic, then he will be prejudiced more than 

when he is not able to warn the rival about the ingredient in the meal he is allergic to 

(Spranca, Minsk, & Baron, 1991).  

These previous empirical findings are often labelled as biases or peculiarities 

regarding to people’s moral reasoning. As we previously cited, act-based theories and 

the dual-process model can’t explain these findings. A person-centered approach on the 

other hand can clarify and predict these findings since they consider individuals to be 

intrinsically motivated to determine others’ moral character. 

 

A Person-Centered Approach 

A person-centered approach to moral judgement might provide a complementary 

explanation to the shortcomings of the dual process model and act-based theories. It 

claims that people are driven to form impressions of others’ underlying moral 
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dispositions. They do so by viewing acts as possible informative signals about moral 

traits of people, like empathy and integrity. Instead of seeing people as intuitive 

utilitarians or deontologists, this approach sees individuals as intuitive virtue theorists. 

Inferences of morality are made based on having the right type of dispositions (Uhlman, 

Pizarro & Diermeier, 2015). In other words, features of the targets play an important 

role in assessing their morality. 

The person-centered approach emphasizes that the traits of people and not the 

acts of people in moral dilemmas are used to analyse perceived morality. People are 

motivated to deduce the moral character of others around them based on a wide range of 

underlying traits (Uhlmann, Pizarro, & Diermeier, 2015). Pushing someone from a 

bridge is a highly remarkable and rare act which signals this person’s anti-social traits. 

When people consider doing this they see themselves through the eyes of a third person 

as an individual with no empathy towards others which would not be in their own 

favour at all. When people undertake acts that reflect antisocial traits, like weakened 

empathy and weakened integrity, they will mostly not be chosen by other individuals to 

cooperate with. Pulling the switch, on the other hand, is less informative about people’s 

(anti-) social traits which lead them to endorse the utilitarian option in the switch 

dilemma. 

Thus, other’s moral choices can be seen as important predictors or indicators of 

their potential ethical deficiencies. Several researchers have found there is a negative 

association between deontological judgements and anti-social personality traits (Bartels 

& Pizarro, 2011; Kahane, Everett, Earp & Savulescu, 2015; Koenigs, Kruepke, Zeier, & 

Newman, 2012), while there is a positive relation between deontological decisions and 

indicators of harm aversion (Cushman Gray, Gaffey & Mendes., 2012). People who 

prefer the deontological option are more predictable, more likely to base their decisions 

on principles and are more trustworthy compared to consequentialists who are more 

pragmatic as shown by their variable decisions depending on characteristics of the 

context.  

These findings have been especially endorsed in research concerning trust 

games. Everett, Pizarro & Crockett (2016) for example, came to the conclusion that 

participants who made deontological judgements in the footbridge dilemma are seen as 

moral and more trustworthy than participants who made consequential judgements. 
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Regardless of people’s own moral preference, deontologists will be preferred, partially 

because they are perceived as better social and economic partners (Everett et al., 2016). 

This was also the case for Trolley-like dilemmas and public good games (Bostyn & 

Roets, 2016). When participants are asked to play a public goods game, they will be 

more likely to donate more to the public good when they are told that one of their three 

partners has a deontological inclination in dilemma situations, relative to when they are 

told that one of their partners has a utilitarian inclination (Bostyn & Roets, 2016). 

The subjective informational value of an act about underlying traits of a person 

depends upon different characteristics. If there are several motives for behaviours these 

are perceived as ambiguous and thus not very informative to determine one person’s 

moral character (Snyder, Kleck, Strenta, & Mentzer, 1979). Behaviours have a highly 

informative value about persons character when their decisions are easily and quickly 

made (Critcher, Inbar, & Pizarro, 2013; Tetlock, Kristel, Elson, Green, & Lerner, 2000; 

Verplaetse, Vanneste, & Braeckman, 2007), when they evoke sincere emotions (Trivers, 

1971), when costs are involved for the person who makes the decisions (Ohtsubo & 

Watanabe, 2008) and when behaviours do not occur often according to statistics  (Ditto 

& Jemmott, 1989; Fiske, 1980; McKenzie & Mikkelsen, 2007). Behaviour that is quite 

harmless, but that has a high informative value concerning the underlying traits of a 

person is therefore seen as very important in moral decisions. 

Decision-speed in moral dilemmas, as said, appears to be have a high 

informative value about an individuals’ underlying dispositions. The two experiments of 

Critcher, Inbar & Pizarro (2013) provided strong support for this claim.  Results showed 

that participants were perceived more negative when they made fast immoral decisions 

compared to when they need a lot of time to make this immoral decision. When 

participants made fast moral judgements, on the other hand, evaluations about their 

moral character were more positive relative to when they needed a lot of time to make 

moral decisions. Judgements that are quickly made reflect certainty and thus have a high 

informative value to others. Decision certainty is a signal for less ambiguous motives of 

the actor, which in turn affects evaluations of moral character (Critcher, Inbar & Pizarro 

(2013). 

So, according to a person-centered approach, acts or moral judgements of others 

are perceived as possible signals about underlying moral traits such as empathy and 



 

12 
 

integrity. Traits such as trustworthiness and treating others fairly reflect personal 

integrity and have a high informative value to humans because these are cues of 

people’s reliability to cooperate with in the future (Walker & Hennig, 2004). In the 

paragraph below, we will discuss research in the domain of deontology and trust and 

how this can be understood from a person-centered approach. 

 

Deontology and Trust 

As already stated, people are more prone to trust a deontological than a 

utilitarian individual. Everett, Pizarro & Crockett (2016) have found across five studies 

that participants who make deontologist decisions in the footbridge dilemma are 

generally seen as more trustworthy, moral and as better social and economic partners. 

Deontologists will be preferred, regardless of participants’ own moral preference. In one 

of these studies, participants had to play a hypothetical trust game with either a 

consequentialist or a deontologist. They gave an average of 63% of their budget to 

partners who made deontological decisions and 40% of their budget to a partner who 

made utilitarian choices. Deontological partners were thought to refund more money 

than utilitarian partners. Remarkably, deontological partners were preferred in 80% of 

the cases as partners in a trust game, by both utilitarian and deontological participants. 

In other words, even when controlled for participants’ own moral decision, deontologist 

were preferred (Everett et al., 2016). 

A replication study by Bostyn et al. (2016) endorsed these results. Participants 

who preferred the deontological option on trolley-like dilemmas also preferred a 

deontological partner in a trust cooperation game. Bostyn et al. (2016) did find that 

when participants had high scores for utilitarian thinking they preferred deontological 

partners less than participants with a high preference for deontological thinking, but still 

the overall effect was there: even when controlled for participants’ own moral 

preference, deontologist were always trusted more than consequentialists (Bostyn et al., 

2016). This effect was also found in a public goods game (Bostyn et al., 2016). Subjects 

in a public goods game are asked if they are willing to pay for the public good. When 

everyone has donated their amount of money, the collected money is multiplied and 

distributed among all players. Everyone gets the same amount of money, irrespective of 

the fact if they invested in the public good or not. When they are placed together with 

three partners and are told that one of them made a deontological choice in previous 
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moral dilemma situations, participants donated more to the public good compared to 

when they were told that one of them made utilitarian choices in previous moral 

dilemmas (Bostyn et al., 2016). 

These findings suggest that making deontological judgements in these kind of 

dilemmas is evaluated as a sign of trustworthiness. A deontological judgement implies 

respect for others and this explains why people prefer them as social partners. In 

accordance with the person-centered approach, participants were less negative about a 

consequentialist who emphasized this decision was made with great trouble (Everett et 

al., 2016). 

According to Everett et al. (2016) the principle-based thinking of deontologists makes 

them predictable and more trustworthy than utilitarians, who are more pragmatic and 

more influenced by the specific context.  

It is perhaps worth noting that while previous studies have shown that 

deontologists are perceived to be better social partners and to be more trustworthy than 

utilitarians, they are actually not (Capraro et al., 2017). There appears to be a perception 

gap. During a trust game a group of the participants (player A) were asked to transfer 

their money to another player (player B) of whom participants knew their moral 

judgement (deontological of utilitarian) on a Trapdoor dilemma. The Trapdoor dilemma 

is quite similar as the trolley dilemma. The only way to save the five workers on the 

railways is now by flipping a switch which releases a Trapdoor that drops the stranger 

off the bridge. The man then falls on the railway tracks below but his body will stop the 

runaway trolley. Participants’ behaviour as player A was seen as a measure of trust. 

Another group of the participants (player B) were asked how much of the amount of 

money they received they wanted to transfer back to player A. This choice was 

considered as a measure of trustworthiness. As expected, Capraro et al. (2017) found 

that participants who made deontological judgements in Trapdoor dilemmas were 

assumed to be more trustworthy (more money was transferred to deontologists). 

However, both deontologists and utilitarians transferred the same amount of money 

back to player A, which means that deontologists are not more trustworthy than 

utilitarians. In their second study, deontologists were thought to be more altruistic 

during a dictator game than consequentialists. But in fact, consequentialists and 
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deontologists donated the same amount of money to others. Deontologists were thus in 

reality not more altruistic than consequentialists (Capraro et al., 2017).  

From a person-centered view one could expect that individuals would prefer to 

be perceived as a deontologist rather than a consequentialist. It is thus worth noting that 

an asymmetric moral conformity effect in moral dilemmas has been found by Bostyn & 

Roets (2016). In two studies (one computerized experiment in the lab and one online 

version of the experiment) participants were randomly assigned to either the control 

condition (no majority group), the consequentialist majority or the deontological 

majority group while completing a moral dilemma battery. In the two experimental 

conditions a percentage score was shown informing how many subjects had chosen 

either the consequentialist or the deontological option. These majority percentages 

ranged from 65-85 percent. The dilemma battery used in these two studies consisted of 

10 dilemmas of which the expected amount of deontological versus utilitarian decisions 

in a controlled condition was approximately the same (50% versus 50%).  Results 

showed that significantly less utilitarian judgements were made by subjects in the 

deontological majority group relative to subjects in both the control group and the 

utilitarian majority group. Contrastingly, the amount of consequentialist judgements in 

the consequentialist majority group was only a little bit higher than the amount in the 

control group. However, this difference did not appear to be statistically significant in 

both studies. In other words, subjects conformed a lot more towards the deontological 

option when they were under pressure of a deontological majority group while only a 

little (non-statistical significant) conformity effect towards a consequentialist majority 

was found (Bostyn & Roets, 2016). 

A mutualistic partner choice approach could explain this asymmetric conformity 

effect found by Bostyn & Roets (2016). According to this theory morality emerged as 

an adaption to a social market in which individuals had to compete with each other in 

order to be chosen for cooperative interactions that could be mutually fortunate. It is 

beneficial for individuals to be impartial towards others and to equally share the costs 

and benefits of their cooperation. Individuals who are less willing to offer the same as 

others won’t be chosen to cooperate with (Baumard, Andre´ & Sperber, 2013). Through 

moral cognition we are able to differentiate between trustworthy and untrustworthy 

cooperative partners. One way to deduce trustworthiness is by ‘analysing’ the moral 
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judgements other subjects make because these can serve as indicators of personality 

traits that are associated with a favourable cooperative partner.  

As we discussed earlier, people are less willing to cooperate with utilitarian 

others relative to deontological others during a trust game (Everett, Pizarro, and 

Crockett, 2016; Bostyn & Roets, 2016). In that way it is no surprise that subjects are 

more inclined to conform to a deontological majority compared to a utilitarian majority 

since it might play in their own favour. That is: that they will increase their chances to 

be chosen as a cooperation partner. 

Sacco, Brown, Lustgraaf & Hugenberg (2016) went one step further by not only 

investigating the effects of morality on perceived trustworthiness, but also on perceived 

likeability. In their study, deontological decisions had a greater effect on trustworthiness 

than on likeability. However, an interesting gender difference was found: women 

showed a greater dislike towards utilitarian targets than towards deontological targets 

relative to men. This effect was irrespective of the gender of the targets: both men and 

women with deontological inclinations were equally more liked and trusted than men 

and women with utilitarian inclinations by their participants.  

As Sacco, Brown, Lustgraaf & Hugenberg (2016) found, outcomes in dependent 

variables might thus depend upon participant’s gender. Hence, examining differences 

between the two sexes might provide some insights. In the following paragraph we will 

discuss the influence of gender on moral decision making and trust. 

 

Gender Differences in Moral Judgements 

According to Gilligan, women are relatively more driven by affect-loaded, 

personalised moral reasoning (ethic of care) while men are relatively more driven by 

cognitive and depersonalised moral reasoning (ethic of justice). These underlying 

processes are very similar to these of Greene’s who also postulated that people can be 

driven by aversive emotional responses to the prospect of harming someone or by 

controlled cognitive processes.  In line with the dual-process model, one can predict that 

women will more often endorse the deontological option while men will more often 

endorse the utilitarian option. 

Conway & Gawronski (2013) noted that there is great ambiguity about the claim 

whether males prefer the consequentialist way of moral reasoning more than females 
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and whether females prefer the deontological way of moral reasoning more than males, 

as research shows contradictory results. In a meta-analytic re-analysis of 40 studies 

Friesdorf et al. (2015), found differences in moral reasoning between males and 

females. Results showed that females tend to make more deontological decisions than 

males (with a moderate effect: d= 0,57). Males only tend to make a little bit more 

utilitarian decisions than females (with a small effect size: d=0,10). 

Furthermore, Sacco and colleagues (2016) demonstrated that men and women 

also differ in what extend they like or dislike individuals based on their moral decisions 

in a moral dilemma battery. Their results showed that targets who made deontological 

decisions were more positively perceived by participants. Remarkably, the effect of 

deontological decisions was greater for perceptions of trust than for likeability. These 

findings indicate that deontological-oriented persons are more liked and especially more 

trusted (Sacco et al., 2016). Interestingly, women demonstrated a greater dislike towards 

utilitarian targets than towards deontological targets compared to men. The gender of 

the targets did not play a role: male and female targets with deontological preferences 

were equally more liked and trusted than utilitarian men and women by participants. 

Overall, research has shown that men in general tend to make more utilitarian 

choices than women in physical harm moral dilemmas, whereas women tend to make 

more deontological decisions.  

According to Armstrong, Friesdorf and Conway (2018) women make more 

deontological choices compared to men because they show a greater harm aversion and 

action aversion. So, what would happen if a dilemma does not require to undertake any 

harmful action? Would women still show a greater inclination towards deontological 

judgements relative to men? White lie dilemmas find place in another type of situation 

than trolley-like dilemmas, hence they might lead to influence the patterns in moral 

judgements between the sexes. In the next paragraph we will discuss why white lies 

could be revealing. 

 

White Lies 

Different social norms for men and women exist. Men are expected not to be 

aggressive towards women (norm protecting women (NPW) and women are expected to 

show less or no aggression at all towards others compared to males. Could this be one 

of the reasons why female individuals have a greater tendency than male individuals 
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towards deontological judgements (that typically disapproves harm towards others, 

regardless of the consequences) in moral dilemmas? Besides this, women appear to be 

more harm and action averse than men in typical dilemmas that require action 

(Armstrong, Friesdorf and Conway, 2018). We don’t know yet if women would still be 

more inclined to endorse the deontological option in dilemmas where action is not 

demanded. 

White lie dilemmas might provide answers to these questions. A white lie is 

typically referred to as a lie that benefits another person (Biziou-van-Pol, Haenen, 

Novaro, Liberman & Capraro, 2015). White lie dilemmas are based in the same moral 

conflict as trolley dilemmas. Participants in white lie dilemmas are asked if they would 

lie in order to help another person. If a person decides to tell a white lie that favours 

another person, this is perceived as an altruistic act. However, this decision corresponds 

with a utilitarian morality: the person is telling the lie in order to help this third person. 

The option of telling the lie is preferred because of the good consequences that will 

follow but in doing so, the person telling the lie does violate a deontological concern 

(i.e. always be truthful). If a person decides not to lie and thus decides to tell the truth, 

he is driven by deontological moral reasoning. As such, white lie dilemmas can also 

serve to study consequentialist versus deontological decision making. 

An interesting difference between white lie dilemmas and physical harm 

dilemmas lies in the ‘physical harm aspect’. If a person in a sacrificial physical harm 

moral dilemma chooses the utilitarian option, physical violence towards others is 

necessary. This is fundamentally different when it comes to white lie dilemmas in 

which the utilitarian option (not telling the truth) never involves physical harm or dead 

of innocent others. From this point of view, one could expect that the aspect of no harm 

to others will lead women to choose the utilitarian option as much as men do. Moreover, 

we could hypothesise that women would prefer the utilitarian option in altruistic white 

lie dilemmas more than men because of the altruistic nature of the act (i.e. positive 

consequences for others) and because social relationships are of high value for women. 

This hypothesis was tested in our study.  

Erat & Gneezy (2012) investigated if there were differences in men and women 

in tendency to tell white lies. Results showed that females are more likely to lie when it 

costs them a little bit, but helps another a lot (altruistic white lie) than males. This is in 
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contradiction with the study of Biziou-van-Pol, Haenen, Novaro, Liberman & Capraro 

(2015), where they found that men are more likely than women to tell an altruistic white 

lie. 

According to Erat & Gneezy (2012), men are more likely to tell a Pareto white 

lie compared to women. In a Pareto white lie, telling a lie benefits both the liar and 

others. 73% of the men lied when this resulted in $10 payoffs for both sender and 

receiver while only 55% of the women were willing to lie in this situation. These 

findings suggest that in some situations men will be more likely to tell a white lie while 

in other circumstances women will be more likely to tell a white lie (Erat & Gneezy, 

2012).  

 

The Current Research 

 

The previous studies that we have discussed above were an inspiration for 

examining the effects of gender and harm-type (white lie versus physical harm trolley 

dilemma) on inferences of trustworthiness based on others’ moral judgements. 

The aim of this thesis was to build on this body of research. We advance the 

following research questions. Firstly, we wanted to investigate if we could replicate the 

finding that deontologists are considered to be more trustworthy than utilitarians 

(research question 1; Everett, Pizarro & Crockett (2016)).  Secondly, we wanted to see 

if participants’ trust in others depends on the type of dilemma those others are 

confronted with. Buiding on the person-centered approach we expected to find that 

people would be more distrustful towards others that were involved in a physical harm 

dilemma than others that were involved in a white lie dilemma (research question 2). 

White lies could have an added value to this field of research because lies do not require 

to harm others which may lead women to endorse the utilitarian option (lying) more 

than men in trolley-like dilemmas. As Armstrong, Friesdorf and Conway (2018) found, 

women are less utilitarian minded in trolley-like dilemmas relative to men because they 

show more action and harm aversion. Since white lies do not require to harm others this 

type of dilemmas could reveal some new insights. Moreover, one could argue that 

women would prefer the utilitarian option in white lie dilemmas more than men because 

of the altruistic nature of the act (i.e. positive consequences for others) and because 
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social relationships are of high value for women. Based on the studies of Erat & Gneezy 

(2012) and Dreber & Johannesson (2008) we expected to find that women will endorse 

the utilitarian option in white lie dilemmas (lying) more than men. Thirdly we wanted to 

investigate if participants’ trust in others depends on the gender of that other person. 

Given the differential social norms that men and women are confronted with, we 

expected that people would be more distrustful towards women making impactful moral 

decisions (independent of whether that is a deontological or a utilitarian decision) than 

towards men making those decisions (research question 3). 

Finally, we wanted to examine if the basic finding that people are more trusting 

towards deontologists is qualified by any moderators. More specifically, we aimed to 

study if this effect is moderated either by the type of moral dilemma that a target was 

confronted with (physical harm vs. white lie; research question 4a), or the gender of the 

target (male vs.  female; research question 4b). We expected to find that people will be 

more trusting of deontologists independent of the type of dilemma but that this effect 

would be attenuated when the target was confronted with a white lie dilemma. Finally, 

due to differential social norms for men and women we expected that people would be 

more distrustful towards female utilitarians than towards male utilitarians. 

  

Method 

 

Participants 

222 participants with ages ranging from 16 to 75 (mean age was 28.83, standard 

deviation was 13.13) of whom 123 were women and 99 were men participated. A power 

sensitivity analysis demonstrated that a sample of N = 222 has 80% power to detect 

effects of size r = 0.19. 

 

Procedure  

Data was collected through an online survey. A link for an online application 

containing an informed consent and the three tasks was spread. First, participants were 

asked to complete the Personal Attributes Questionnaire (PAQ). Second, participants 

had to indicate their moral preferences on a physical harm moral dilemma battery and a 

white lie battery. Third, participants were asked to play a hypothetical trust game with 
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an unknown partner. This was used as a baseline for their trust in others. Subsequently 

they played eight additional trust games in a 2 (Gender of partner) x2 (Type of moral 

decision: consequentialist or deontological) x2- (Type of moral dilemma: white lie or 

physical harm) within-subjects design. During this game participants were informed 

about the gender of the partners (targets) they played with. 

  

Measures 

Gender role identity. 

The Personal Attributes Questionnaire (PAQ, Spence & Helmreich, 1978) was 

used to assess participants self-reported gender role or, otherwise said, their sex-typing 

of personality. The PAQ measures the degree to which a person can be classified among 

masculine or feminine adjectives, indicating their gender role in daily life. The 

questionnaire consists of 24 bipolar items that have to be rated on a five-point scale (for 

example: item 1: from A ‘not at all aggressive’ to E ‘very aggressive’). Due to space 

concerns in the current thesis, scores on the PAQ were not taken into account in our 

analysis and it was considered an exploratory variable.  

 

Moral preference. 

A physical harm dilemma battery and a white lie dilemma battery were used to 

determine subject’s own preference for either the deontological or the utilitarian moral. 

The moral dilemma battery consisted of 4 trolley-like physical harm moral dilemmas, 

on which each participant was asked to judge whether the act was morally correct, 

rating the act on a five-point scale ranging from ‘totally inappropriate’ (1) to ‘totally 

appropriate’ (5). The white lie battery also consisted of 4 white lies on which subjects 

were required to judge to what degree it was correct to lie or to tell the truth, based on a 

five-point scale ranging from ‘totally inappropriate’ (1) to ‘totally appropriate’ (5).  

 

Example of a physical harm moral dilemma: 

“You are a fire-fighter who is trying to evacuate five children from a building 

that is set on fire. There is only one window from which the children can possibly be 

evacuated, but the window is wedged. You have to immediately find a way to open up 

the window or otherwise the five children will die. The only way to do so is by pushing 

a man who is on his way to safely evacuate the building through the window. If you do 
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this the man will certainly die but the five children will be safely evacuated. If you don’t 

decide to do this, the man will safely escape but the five children will die.” 

 

Example of a white lie dilemma: 

“The husband of your best friend has told you that he has had an affair with 

another woman four years ago. During a night out with your best friend, she tells you 

that four years ago she was worrying about her marriage because her husband was 

acting strange. She tells you that now she is feeling really happy with him, but that if 

she knew he had ever cheated on her, she would immediately end their relationship. She 

asks you if you have ever heard something about her husband, suggesting that he would 

have been cheating on her.” 

 

Baseline trust. 

Levels of baseline trust were measured by conducting an online computerised 

hypothetical trust game. Participants had to play this game with unknown others. The 

game goes as follows: when they are assigned the role of ‘trustor’ (player 1), 

participants are instructed that they have 10 coins while the ‘trustee’ (player 2) has no 

coins. Each coin that player 1 donates to player 2 is tripled. In other words, if the trustor 

donates 1 coin, the trustee receives 3 coins. The trustee decides how many coins he 

wants to return to the trustor. Then, after receiving this information, participants played 

this trust game once as the trustor and once as the trustee that had received 10 coins 

from player 1. During this phase participants were told they were randomly paired with 

another player of this experiment. Subjects had to decide how many coins they wished 

to donate or return (ranging from 1 to 10 when trustor and from 1 to 30 when trustee) to 

the other player. 

 

Trust in deontologist and utilitarian male and female targets (on physical 

harm dilemmas and white lie dilemmas). 

During the last phase of the experiment the two previous tasks were combined. 

Participants were asked to play eight more hypothetical trust games from the 

perspective of trustor (player 1), but now they received information about their partners’ 

(player 2) name (to investigate gender effects) and their choice on a moral or white lie 
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dilemma. Then participants were shown 4 physical harm and 4 white lie dilemmas 

along with the response (either utilitarian or deontological) their so-called partner in the 

trust game gave on that particular dilemma. The experiment was manipulated in such 

way that each participant was confronted with 1 male and 1 female target with a 

utilitarian inclination and 1 male and 1 female target with a deontological inclination in 

the 4 physical harm dilemmas. This was also the case for the 4 white lie dilemmas. 

Again, participants had to rate how many coins they were willing to donate to the 

trustee, spanning from 1 to 10. Furthermore, subjects had to rate to what extent they 

carried trust in their partner, going from ‘not at all’ to ‘totally trusting’ based on the 

moral decision they had made.  

We must underscore that the physical harm and white lie dilemmas used during 

this phase of the experiment differed from the dilemmas used for measuring subjects’ 

own moral preference during phase 1.  

Moreover, the hypothetical decisions of the trustees were either represented as 

‘it is fully appropriate to lie’ or as ‘it is fully inappropriate to lie’. Either a fully 

deontologist or a fully utilitarian option was put forward. This is not similar to the more 

nuanced decisions participants could make during the first phase of the experiment. This 

was done to make sure participants could easily interpret their partners’ moral 

inclination.  

 

Results 

 

Drop-out 

It is remarkable that a lot of participants who started the online dilemma battery, 

dropped out. Our data-set consists of 374 persons who started the survey, but only 222 

of them succeeded to complete it. 41% of the people who started did thus not reach the 

end of the survey. This might have possibly occurred due to the concentration that is 

needed to complete the online dilemma survey and the length of the overall experiment. 

It is typical for dilemmas to be perceived as cognitive exigent and confronting which 

may lead participants to drop out.  
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Preliminary Analyses 

Before analysing our main research questions, we conducted a number of 

preliminary analyses. More specifically, we first tested if we discovered any gender 

differences in participants’ preference for either deontological or consequentialist moral 

reasoning. Secondly, we examined if there were any gender differences in participants’ 

levels of base trust (trust towards unspecified, anonymous others). Finally, we tested if 

there were any gender differences in participants’ levels of trust towards deontologists 

and utilitarians. A series of linear regression models demonstrated that men had a higher 

preference for utilitarian moral reasoning than did women, b = 0.13, se = 0.04, t(220) = 

3.41, p <.001, although both genders displayed similar amounts of preference for 

deontological moral reasoning, b = 0.02, se = 0.04, t(220) = 0.56, p = .575. 

Furthermore, we found that even though both genders displayed similar amounts of trust 

in anonymous others, b = -0.05, se = 0.06, t(220) = -0.84, p = .405, men appeared more 

willing to “donate” money to anonymous strangers than were women,  b = 0.72, se = 

0.19, t(220) = 3.73, p < .001, but both genders returned equal amounts of money as 

trustees, b = -0.17, se = 0.12, t(220) = -1.39, p = .166. Finally, we uncovered no gender 

differences in participants’ trust for either deontologists, b = -0.09, se = 0.06, t(220) = -

1.65, p = .101; nor for their trust in utilitarians, b = -0.02, se = 0.05, t(220) = -0.41, p = 

.680. 

 

Main Analyses 

 To answer our main research questions, we analysed our data through a 

Random intercept only, Linear Mixed Model with Gender of the target (male or 

female), Type of dilemma (white lie or physical harm), and Type of response (utilitarian 

or deontological) and the interactions between these variables as predictors. Participants' 

trust ratings were used as the dependent measure.1 Table 1 displays the results of this 

analysis. 

 

 

                                                      
1 We also tested the same model with “the amount of money participants were willing to donate 

to the trustee” as the dependent measure. Because these results were very similar to those on 

participants’ trust ratings, we only report the latter in the main text as previous research has 

suggested that is typically the better measure of the two (Bostyn & Roets, 2017). 
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 Table 1: results of our analysis 

Fixed effects      

 Estimate Std. Error df t value Pr ( > | t | 

) 

(Intercept) 2.45 0.07 

 

1177.60 

 

32.82 

 

<0.001 

*** 

Target_gendermale 0.02 

 

0.09 

 

1547 

 

0.25 

 

0.8032  

 

Dil_typewhitelie 0.42  

 

0.09 

 

1547 

 

4.64  

 

<0.001 

*** 

Resp_typedeo 0.58  

 

0.09 

 

1547 

 

6.38 

 

<0.001 

*** 

Target_gendermale:dill 

typewhitelie 

-0.20 

 

0.13 

 

1547 

 

-1.55  

 

0.1212     

 

Target_gendermale: 

resp_typedeo 

  0.10 

 

0.13 

 

1547  

 

  0.81 

 

0.4177   

 

Dil_typewhitelie: 

Resp_Typdedeo 

-0.32  

 

0.13 

 

1547  

 

-2.47 

 

0.0137 *   

 

Target_gendermale: 

dill_typewhitelie: 

resp_typedeo 

-0.08 

 

0.18 

 

1547  

 

-0.42 

 

0.6719   

 

* p < .05. ** < .01. *** < .001. 

 

Interestingly, this analysis uncovered main effects of dilemma type and 

Response type, but not of the gender of the target. Furthermore, these main effects were 

qualified by only one significant interaction effect: an interaction between dilemma and 

response type. Figure 1 displays the nature of this interaction.  
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Figure 1: interaction effect between dilemma type and response type 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 

Our results are based on the data of 222 participants who completed our online 

survey. Participants were asked to indicate their moral preferences on a physical harm 

and a white lie moral dilemma battery. This battery consisted of 4 physical harm and 4 

white lie moral dilemmas. On a five-point scale, participants had to indicate to what 

extent it was ‘totally inappropriate’ or ‘totally appropriate’ to sacrifice one’s life (in a 

physical harm dilemma) or to lie (in a white lie dilemma). Based on their responses, we 

could determine if participants either responded in a deontological or utilitarian fashion. 

Then, participants played a hypothetical trust game with an unknown target and this 

parameter was used as a baseline for their trust in others. Subsequently, participants 

played eight additional trust games in a 2 (Gender of partner) x2 (Type of moral 

decision: consequentialist or deontological) x2 (Type of moral dilemma: white lie or 

physical harm) within-subjects design. During this game, participants were informed 

about the gender of the partners (targets) they played with by seeing their names. The 

experiment was manipulated in such way that each participant was confronted with one 

male and one female target with a utilitarian inclination and one male and one female 

target with a deontological inclination in both the 4 physical harm dilemmas and both 
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the 4 white lie dilemmas. Participants rated how many coins they were willing to donate 

to their male/female, utilitarian/deontological partner, ranging from 1 to 10. Also, they 

had to indicate how trustworthy they were towards their partner, going from ‘not at all’ 

to ‘totally trusting’. 

In this study we investigated if we could replicate the finding of Everett, Pizarro & 

Crockett (2016) that deontologists are perceived as more trustworthy compared to 

utilitarians (research question 1). Our results demonstrated that overall, targets showed 

significantly more trust towards deontological others compared to utilitarian others, 

independently from gender of the targets or dilemma type (white lie versus physical 

harm). People perceive the moral decisions of utilitarians as unpredictable across 

contexts. Targets who make deontological decisions, contrarily, are perceived as more 

predictable. According to the uncalculated cooperation framework of Jordan, Hoffman, 

Nowak & Rand (2016), there is a potential basis for individuals to prefer interaction 

partners who are predictable, i.e. deontological partners.  

Furthermore, we also examined if there is an influence of the type of dilemma, i.e. a 

white lie versus a physical harm dilemma, on participants’ trust towards others that are 

confronted with one of these dilemmas. Our results demonstrated that people involved 

in sacrificial, physical harm dilemmas are trusted less than those involved in white lie 

dilemmas, independent of their response to these dilemmas. Put differently: participants 

showed more trust towards targets that had been confronted with a white lie dilemma 

compared to targets that had been confronted with a trolley-like (physical harm) 

dilemma.  

From a person-centered approach it is no surprise that people are more distrustful 

towards others that are in a physical harm dilemma than others that are in a white lie 

dilemma. The features of physical harm dilemmas evoke vigilance as the decisions 

people make in these dilemmas are very salient and have a great informational value 

about the moral character of a person. As virtue theorists, people are intrinsically 

motivated to deduce others’ moral character.  

Victim blaming dynamics might play a role in this case. People could blame others 

for finding themselves in an awful situation. We might blame targets in white lie 

dilemmas less compared to targets in physical harm dilemmas because white lies are 

common in everyday life (DePaulo, Kashy, Kirkendol, Wyer, & Epstein, 1996). Being 
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in a physical harm situation is not as common as being in a white lie situation. Research 

shows that people are inclined to think that every person always reacts and behaves the 

same way. When individuals have to explain others’ behaviours they are inclined to 

overestimate the role of personal factors and to underestimate the role of situations. This 

phenomenon is known as the fundamental attribution error (Ross, 1977).  

Another way to clarify why individuals are less trusting of people in physical harm 

dilemmas compared to people in white lie dilemmas is that some people believe that the 

world is a safe, correct place where people get what they deserve. (Kay, Jost & Young, 

2005). According to the just world hypothesis, such individuals believe that good things 

happen to good people whereas bad things happen to bad people (Idisis, Ben-David, & 

Ben-David, 2007). Being in a physical harm situation is thus perceived as targets’ own 

fault which may lead people to be less trustful towards targets involved in this bad 

situation. 

Besides this, we also examined if the basic finding that participants show more trust 

towards deontologists is moderated by the type of the moral dilemma targets are 

confronted with. As stated earlier we expected to find that people would be more 

trusting of deontologists independent of the type of dilemma but that this effect would 

be attenuated when the target was confronted with a white lie dilemma. This appeared 

to be the case. An interaction effect was found between dilemma type and response 

type, indicating that participants showed less trust in deontologists when they were in a 

white lie dilemma compared to a physical harm dilemma, irrespective of participants 

own gender and of the gender of the targets. The effect of increased trust in 

deontologists is thus attenuated for white lie dilemmas, but still present.  

This might suggest that physical harm dilemmas evoke suspicion towards others, 

more than white lie dilemmas do. In line with a person-centered approach this is not 

surprising, as telling white lies does not involve physical harm to others, while physical 

harm dilemmas offer to do so. If people prefer the deontological option in physical harm 

dilemmas this is more informational about one’s moral character compared to people 

who prefer the deontological option in white lie dilemmas. Endorsing the utilitarian 

option in a physical harm moral dilemma has a greater informational value compared to 

endorsing the utilitarian option in a white lie dilemma. In both dilemmas a moral rule is 

broken, though choosing to sacrifice someone’s life evokes a greater disapproval than 
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choosing to lie (Uhlmann, Pizarro & Diermeier, 2015). Choosing to either sacrifice 

someone (utilitarian ethics), or to not sacrifice someone for the greater good 

(deontological ethics) has a higher diagnostical value than choosing to lie or not to lie.  

  Also, it tells more about the moral character of a person when this person 

decides to cause harm to another person than when this person decides to tell a lie, as 

everybody tells lies in their everyday lives (DePaulo, Kashy, Kirkendol, Wyer, & 

Epstein, 1996). People might perceive telling white lies as still more moral correct 

compared to violating others’ physical integrity.  

However, participants still had more trust in deontologists in white lie dilemmas 

relative to utilitarian targets. This shows that individuals have more trust in people who 

follow duty-based ethics, regardless of the situation (white lie versus physical harm 

dilemma). 

As shown by the research of Kreps & Monin (2014), participants perceive 

individuals with deontological arguments as less self-interested and as giving more 

expression to moralization. Moreover, there appears to be a link between utilitarian 

moral inclinations in moral dilemmas and being less harm averse in everyday life 

contexts, even when there is not such a thing as a noticeable greater good (Kahane et al., 

2015). 

Furthermore, we also explored if the main finding that deontologists are 

perceived to be more trustworthy is moderated by the gender of the other person (male 

vs. female) involved in these dilemmas. Given the differential social norms that exist for 

men and women we supposed that female utilitarians would be less trusted than male 

utilitarians. According to the gender roles, which are a result of gender-stereotyped 

divisions of labor, people expect men to take on active and agentic roles whereas 

women are expected to take on roles that involve more passive and caring behaviours 

(Wood & Eagly, 2012). In other words: women are seen as less agentic compared to 

men (Diekman & Eagly, 2000). 

According to Sacco et al. (2016), from a historical perspective, women had to 

rely more on social relationships in order to get access to resources. In that way women 

would have benefited more from a critical attitude towards evaluating the 

trustworthiness of their social exchange partners.  
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We uncovered no evidence for a difference in trust towards men and women. 

This suggests that men and women were trusted equally. Independently from targets 

moral choices on moral dilemmas, participants showed the same amount of trust 

towards an Elisa compared to a Casper. This is in line with the results of Dreber & 

Johannesson (2008) who found no gender differences in the amount of trust participants 

had in messages from men or women. 

Also, we did not uncover a significant interaction between the gender of the 

target and response type, suggesting that there might not be any gendered social norms 

when it comes to this specific type of moral reasoning. This finding was against our 

expectations. While this is only a post-hoc explanation, one possibility is that people 

really are not more distrustful towards utilitarian women than they are towards 

utilitarian men. Another possibility is that our experimental manipulation of Gender was 

not sufficiently salient. We will discuss this possibility more profoundly in the 

‘Limitations’ section. 

Additionally, both genders preferred deontological moral reasoning to the same 

extent. This is not in line with the findings of Friesdorf et al. (2015). Their results 

showed that females tend to make more deontological decisions than males (with a 

moderate effect: d= 0,57). The discrepancy in results might be partially explained by the 

different measure method that has been used in both studies. Friesdorf et al. (2015) used 

another method to assess participants’ moral preference than was used in this study. In 

their study a process dissociation analysis was used to independently assess 

participants’ inclination for deontological and utilitarian moral judgements. 

Lastly, it is perhaps worth noting that men and women displayed similar 

amounts of trust towards deontologists. Also towards utilitarian targets there were no 

gender differences in the amount of trust towards them. 

 

Limitations 

As a side note we would like to remark that in our dilemma batteries we did not 

explore how people thought they would behave in the various situations. We only asked 

participants to what extent they thought it was ‘morally correct’ to endorse a particular 

action. This side note might seem like a small detail, but it is relevant because the 
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outcomes would probably have differed when we would have asked participants if they 

would undertake the particular action themselves or not. 

In our survey, we did not use a process dissociation analysis to assess 

participants’ moral inclinations. In theory, the underlying processes of utilitarian and 

deontological judgements are described as two independent processes. Although, we did 

not measure them independently. This is also referred to as the non-independence error 

(Conway & Gawronski, 2013). 

As stated earlier, no interaction effect between the gender of the target and the 

response type was found. It is possible that our experimental manipulation of Gender 

was not sufficiently salient. As explained in the ‘Method’ section participants had to 

indicate on a five-point scale to what extent they trusted the targets involved in the 

dilemmas and were asked to play a trust game with them. Participants received 

information about the targets’ gender by their name. For instance, participants saw the 

sentence: ‘Nicolas chose: totally acceptable to lie’. It is possible that participants had no 

attention for the name of the person and did not pay attention to the persons’ gender as 

the moral dilemma itself might have attracted participants’ full attention. Dilemmas are 

known to be cognitively demanding and participants experience dilemma batteries as 

hard (Uhlmann, Zhu & Tannenbaum, 2013) which may lead people to have not much 

attention left for other factors, such as gender of the target. 

 

Conclusion 

Summarised, our study replicated the finding of Everett et al. (2016) by 

demonstrating that in general, participants perceived deontologists as more trustworthy 

relative to utilitarians, irrespective of gender of the targets or the dilemma type (white 

lie versus physical harm). Also, we found that participants demonstrated more trust 

towards targets that had been confronted with a white lie dilemma compared to targets 

that had been confronted with a trolley-like (physical harm) dilemma. Victim blaming 

dynamics and the fundamental attribution error might partially explain this finding. 

Furthermore, our results uncovered that people are less trusting towards deontologists 

that are involved in a white lie dilemma compared to deontologists that are involved in a 

physical harm dilemma. This effect was regardless of participants own gender and of 

the gender of the targets in these dilemmas. The effect of increased trust in 
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deontologists is thus attenuated for white lie dilemmas, though still present. From a 

person-centered approach it is no surprise that people are more distrustful towards 

targets that answer in a deontological fashion in white lie dilemmas than targets that 

answer in a deontological fashion in a physical harm dilemma. If people answer in a 

deontological fashion in physical harm dilemmas this is more informational about one’s 

moral character compared to people who answer in a deontological fashion in white lie 

dilemmas. The situation of being in a physical harm dilemma is less common than being 

in a white lie dilemma which means that the decisions in physical harm dilemmas are 

more informative about one’s moral character.  

 Finally, it is possible that our experimental manipulation of Gender was not 

sufficiently salient as we did not find an interaction effect between the response type 

and the gender of the target. Another possibility is that, against our expectations, there 

might not be any gendered social norms when it comes to this specific type of moral 

reasoning. While this is only a post-hoc explanation, it is possible that people really are 

not more distrustful towards utilitarian women than they are towards utilitarian men. 
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Appendix 

 

Physical Harm Battery 

You are an undercover agent who has infiltrated in a terroristic association. The 

terrorists are holding some prisoners as a hostage, of which eight children. You made 

some friends under the terrorists and one of them tells you that the leader wants to kill 

the hostages by the next morning. Your friend wants to help you to save the children, 

but as a sign of mutual trust, he wants you to murder one of the hostages. If you refuse 

his offer, all the hostages, the children included, will die. If you accept his offer, most of 

the hostages will die, but the eight children will be able to escape.  

You are negotiating with a powerful and stubborn terrorist who has hidden a 

bomb in a busy visited public place. The only advantage is that you have his son, a 

teenager, as a hostage. You can only do one thing to prevent that the terrorist will not 

drop the bomb that will kill thousands of people. To stop him you have to contact him 

through a satellite camera, break one of the arms of his son and then threaten to break 

his other arm if he doesn’t denounce himself to the police. If you do this, the terrorist 

will not drop the bomb.  

You are driving a little speed boat when you suddenly notice that further away 

five people are drowning. If you don’t head to them at full speed, you will not be able to 

reach them and to save them from drowning and they will die all five of them. To be 

able to ride full speed you have to lessen the ballast on your boat. The only way to do so 

is by pushing your passenger from the boat. Your passenger, however, can’t swim and 

will drown if you do this. If you decide to do this, your passenger will die, but the other 

five people will be saved. If you don’t push your passenger, he won’t die, but the other 

five people will. 

A little airplane had to make an emergency landing in the desert. The passengers 

are you (a surgeon), the pilot and a group of five people with a strange genetic 

disability. They aren’t able to produce an enzyme that’s necessary to stay alive and have 

to supplement it in their nourishment in order not to die that same day. You know that 

you will be saved in two days and that you have enough water, but you don’t have the 

necessary supplement. Normal human kidneys have great amounts of this enzyme. The 

only way to save the lives of these five people is by removing one of the kidneys of the 

pilot and give it to eat to the five people. The pilot will not die if you do this and you 
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have effective anaesthetics, but his healthiness will be brought in danger. The pilot 

resists against this plan, but you have the power to do what you want.  

You are a general who has the burden to put up with the conflict in the Middle-

East. You received secret information about the temporary shelter of the leaders of a 

terrorist group. The leaders relocate after a couple of days and this is a unique chance to 

eliminate them. You know that if you can eliminate the terrorist group there will be no 

terroristic attacks for at least half a year in the nearest city and that you can save 

hundreds of lives. The only way to eliminate the terrorists is by dropping a bomb. Their 

shelter, however, is next to a pre-school and you know that when the bomb will drop, 

tens of pre-school children will die.  

A viral epidemic has spread over the world and already killed millions of people. 

You developed two substances in the lab at your home. You know that one of the two 

substances is a vaccine but you don’t know which one. You also know that the other 

substance is deadly. Once you know which substance the vaccine is, you can save 

millions of lives. With you there are two persons you care about. The only way to know 

which substance the vaccine is, is to inject the persons with one of the two substances. 

One of them will survive, the other one will die, but afterwards you can use the vaccine 

to save others’ lives.   

You are a fire-fighter who is trying to evacuate five children from a building that 

is set on fire. There is only one window from which the children can possibly be 

evacuated, but the window is wedged. You have to immediately find a way to open up 

the window or otherwise the five children will die. The only way to do so is by pushing 

a man who is on his way to safely evacuate the building through the window. If you do 

this, the man will certainly die but the five children will be safely evacuated. If you 

don’t decide to do this, the man will safely escape but the five children will die. 

 

White Lie Battery 

A young friend of yours was always looking up to his uncle. His uncle just died 

and you knew the man really well. At the funeral, your friend asks you what his uncle 

really thought about him. Actually, the man couldn’t stand your friend and he would be 

devastated to hear this. His uncle was kind of superficial and always jealous in his 
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statements about others and to be honest he did not deserve your friends’ respect. It 

would be favourable for your friend to hear from you that his uncle really liked him.  

You are living in a totalitarian regime. A year ago, the government had banned 

the books of a specific author because the works would be sexist and racist. Your 

neighbour has always been a fan of the author and you know that he has a hidden 

collection of books of this author in his house. At this moment, the police is searching 

through his house. You know the books are hidden behind a false wall in the attic. 

You’ve heard that the police will search through his house for the rest of the day and 

they came to you with the demand to tell them where the books are hidden. If the police 

would find the books, then your neighbour will be convicted to pay a great amount of 

money and he would be demoted at his job. If you lie to the police, they will never find 

his books. 

You work in the backstage room of a concert room during the performance of a 

well-known music artist when you suddenly get a phone call from a good friend. Your 

friend tells you that she is present at the concert and that she would really like to meet 

the artist. Normally it’s impossible to get a visitor into the backstage but you know that 

the artist is known for his charity work with cancer patients. You even know that there 

is an organised meet-and-great after the performance with some patients who are 

diagnosed with terminal cancer. If you would lie to the organiser and tell him that your 

friend has cancer too, she could be added to the group and she could meet her idol. 

You are good friends with your neighbours, Bob and Jef. Unfortunately, they are 

both two heat heads who can’t stand each other. The bad atmosphere between them has 

recently strongly increased. Yesterday you saw how Bob dropped some garbage next to 

Jef’s garden. Jef just knocked on your door and he is obviously mad. He asks you if it 

was Bob who dropped his garbage. If you tell him the truth, then you know he will 

immediately storm into Bob’s house where they will start a heavy fight. If you lie and 

tell him it was you who dropped the garbage, then Bob will quickly forget the case.  

You are friends with two colleagues who recently broke up: James and Julie. 

Since then, the relationship between them not at his best. On a certain evening, you and 

Julie leave the office when suddenly it starts to rain. Julie has no umbrella with her so 

she runs back to the office. She comes back with an umbrella and says that she has 

borrowed James’ umbrella. James left a little earlier that day so she couldn’t ask him to 
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borrow his umbrella. The day after it is a rainy day again and by noon James comes by 

at your office to ask if you know where his umbrella is. You know that when you tell 

the truth the atmosphere between them will become worse.  

A good friend of yours wants to apply for an important scholarship in a 

prestigious university abroad. By chance, he knows some members of the selection 

group and he knows that volunteer work is really appreciated. You work since a few 

years in the local centre for homeless people and you have now climbed up to be the 

volunteer coordinator. You have asked your friend a couple of times to come with you, 

but he always refused. One day, when you are at work, you receive a phone call from 

the selection group who asks you if you can confirm that your friend works there since 

several years. Immediately, you realise that your friend must have been lying about his 

volunteer work and that he has given you up as a reference person. The selection group 

is very positive about your friend and you realise that if you lie he will get the 

scholarship. If you tell the truth, on the other hand, his request will be immediately 

refused.  

Since a couple of years, you work as a volunteer at a festival. A friend of yours 

is participating for the first time this year as a volunteer. A big van full of lighting 

material just arrived and you and your friend are asked to discharge the van and to bring 

the material to the stage. The crew asked you and your friend to be really careful with 

the material but your friend is playing with it, however. He throws it in the air and 

catches it until he misses and the expensive material falls into the floor and shatters into 

pieces. The crew immediately runs to you and asks what happened. You know that if 

you tell the truth, your friend will be dismissed due to his irresponsible behaviour. You 

also know that the material is good insured and that if you lie and say that you 

stumbled, the crew will quickly forget the event. 

The husband of your best friend has told you that he has had an affair with 

another woman four years ago. During a night out with your best friend, she tells you 

that four years ago she was worrying about her marriage because her husband was 

acting strange. She tells you that now she is feeling really happy with him, but that if 

she knew he had ever cheated on her, she would immediately end their relationship. She 

asks you if you have ever heard something about her husband, suggesting that he would 

have been cheating on her. 


