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Article

Imagine that a passenger plane is hijacked by an extremist 
group who intends to crash it into a densely populated metro-
politan area, potentially killing thousands of people. Would it 
be morally acceptable to shoot down the hijacked passenger 
plane? Some people might argue for shooting down the 
plane, because it will ultimately save more lives by prevent-
ing the death of thousands on the ground. Yet, others might 
argue against shooting down the plane, because one should 
not kill innocent people. Whereas the former position has 
been described as utilitarian in the sense that the moral status 
of a given action is judged on the basis of its consequences 
for the greater good, the latter position has been described as 
deontological in the sense that the moral status of a given 
action is judged on the basis of its consistency with moral 
norms (Conway et al., 2018).

Consistent with the debate surrounding this issue (“Law to 
Shoot Down Airliners Overturned,” 2006), research in moral 
psychology has evidenced considerable disagreement on the 
right course of action in dilemmas that involve a conflict 
between the consequences of a given action for the greater 
good and the consistency of that action with moral norms 
(e.g., Gleichgerrcht & Young, 2013; Moore et al., 2011; Patil, 
2015; Szekely et al., 2015; Van den Bos et al., 2011). Although 
there are many factors that may contribute to this disagree-
ment, one potential source is political ideology, which has 
been associated with many aspects of moral judgment in past 

research (Graham et al., 2009; Inbar & Pizarro, 2016; Janoff-
Bulman & Carnes, 2016). The main goal of the current 
research was to investigate this possibility by examining 
whether political ideology is associated with judgments about 
the right course of action in moral dilemmas that pit conse-
quences against moral norms (see Greene et al., 2001). Using 
a formal modeling approach to quantify distinct determinants 
of moral dilemma judgments (Gawronski et al., 2017), we 
further tested whether the associations between political  
ideology and moral dilemma judgments are driven by dif-
ferences in (a) sensitivity to consequences, (b) sensitivity to 
moral norms, or (c) general preference for inaction versus 
action (or some combination of the three).

Political Ideology and Moral Dilemma 
Judgments

Although there are many factors that may contribute to dis-
agreements about the right course of action in moral dilem-
mas (see Körner et al., 2020), one promising candidate is 
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political ideology. Political ideology has been associated 
with many aspects of moral judgment, including differences 
in moral values such as loyalty, authority, purity, and social 
justice (Graham et al., 2009; Janoff-Bulman & Carnes, 2016) 
as well as morally relevant emotions like disgust (Inbar & 
Pizarro, 2016). Given its contribution to moral disagree-
ments in these areas, political ideology may play a similar 
role in disagreements about the correct resolution of moral 
dilemmas. In line with this possibility, several studies found 
that conservatives are less inclined to break a moral norm for 
the greater good than liberals (Chan, 2019; Hannikainen 
et al., 2017; Piazza & Landy, 2013; Piazza & Sousa, 2014; 
Young et al., 2013; but see Lane & Sulikowski, 2017; 
Uhlmann et al., 2009). Collectively, these studies suggest 
that conservatives may show a weaker preference for utilitar-
ian over deontological judgments than liberals.

Although these findings provide initial insight into the 
association between political ideology and moral dilemma 
judgments, there are two notable limitations. First, many 
of the dilemmas used in prior research have been criticized 
for including unrealistic, even humorous, scenarios that 
seem highly implausible (Bauman et al., 2014; Körner 
et al., 2019). Second, dilemma responses in past research 
are conceptually ambiguous. One ambiguity arises from 
the fact that the traditional dilemma paradigm treats utili-
tarian and deontological judgments as bipolar opposites, 
although their underlying processes are claimed to be inde-
pendent (Conway & Gawronski, 2013). A second ambigu-
ity arises from the fact that utilitarian judgments have been 
conflated with action (e.g., shooting down the plane) and 
deontological judgments with inaction (e.g., not shooting 
down the plane) (Crone & Laham, 2017). Thus, even if the 
concern about unrealistic scenarios is addressed by using 
realistic scenarios of real-world relevance, the finding that 
conservatives show a weaker preference for utilitarian 
over deontological judgments than liberals could reflect 
(a) a stronger sensitivity to consequences among liberals 
(see Piazza & Sousa, 2014), (b) a stronger sensitivity to 
moral norms among conservatives (see Young et al., 2013), 
or (c) a greater aversion to actions interfering with current 
states of affairs among conservatives (i.e., status quo bias; 
see Samuelson & Zeckhauser, 1988).

CNI Model

A valuable tool to disentangle these three factors underly-
ing moral dilemma judgments is the CNI model of moral 
decision-making (Gawronski et al., 2017). The CNI model 
is a multinomial model (Batchelder & Riefer, 1999; Hütter 
& Klauer, 2016) that quantifies (a) sensitivity to conse-
quences, (b) sensitivity to moral norms, and (c) general 
preference for inaction versus action in responses to moral 
dilemmas. Each of these factors is captured by a separate 
parameter, which is estimated based on participants’ 

responses to four kinds of dilemmas with different cost–
benefit ratios (i.e., benefits of action greater vs. smaller 
than costs) and different salient norms (i.e., proscriptive 
vs. prescriptive). The model’s C parameter captures the 
extent to which participants’ responses are sensitive to 
consequences, implying that actions are judged as accept-
able (i.e., action) when their benefits outweigh their costs 
and judged as unacceptable (i.e., inaction) when their costs 
outweigh their benefits (see first row in Figure 1). The mod-
el’s N parameter captures the extent to which participants’ 
responses are sensitive to moral norms, implying that 
actions are judged as acceptable (i.e., action) when they 
are prescribed by a moral norm and judged as unacceptable 
(i.e., inaction) when they are prohibited by a moral norm 
(see second row in Figure 1). Finally, the model’s I param-
eter captures the extent to which participants’ responses 
reflect a general preference for inaction versus action, 
implying that actions are judged as generally unacceptable 
(i.e., inaction, see third row in Figure 1) as opposed to gen-
erally acceptable (i.e., action, see fourth row in Figure 1). 
By disentangling these three distinct factors, research 
using the CNI model has provided valuable insights into 
the underpinnings of a wide range of findings, including 
effects of cognitive resources (Gawronski et al., 2017), 
incidental emotions (Gawronski et al., 2018), and psy-
chopathy (Gawronski et al., 2017; Körner et al., 2020; 
Luke & Gawronski, in press).

The Current Research

In the current research, we used the CNI model to investigate 
the associations between political ideology and moral 
dilemma judgments. Toward this end, participants first com-
pleted a measure of political ideology, followed by a battery 
of moral dilemmas for research using the CNI model (Körner 
et al., 2020). To address concerns that many of the dilemmas 
used in prior research include unrealistic, sometimes humor-
ous, scenarios that seem highly implausible (Bauman et al., 
2014; Körner et al., 2019), the dilemmas of the employed 
battery have been designed to capture a wide range of real-
world cases that ignited moral debates about the most appro-
priate courses of action (Gawronski et al., 2017; Körner 
et al., 2020).

To permit a comparison of our findings with previous 
research (e.g., Chan, 2019; Hannikainen et al., 2017; Lane & 
Sulikowski, 2017; Piazza & Landy, 2013; Piazza & Sousa, 
2014; Young et al., 2013), we first analyzed correlations 
between political ideology and preference for action over 
inaction on dilemmas involving a proscriptive norm that pro-
hibits action in cases where the benefits of action outweigh 
its costs to well-being (similar to the trolley problem; see 
Foot, 1967). Greater preference for action over inaction on 
this type of dilemma is typically interpreted as reflecting  
a stronger preference for utilitarian over deontological 
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responses (see Greene et al., 2001). Although the dilemmas 
in the current study were quite different from the ones in pre-
vious research, we expected to replicate earlier findings sug-
gesting that conservatives show a weaker preference for 
utilitarian over deontological judgments than liberals. In a 
second step, we used the CNI model to further examine 
whether this association is driven by differences in (a) sensi-
tivity to consequences, (b) sensitivity to moral norms, or (c) 
general action tendencies.

To investigate the replicability and generality of the 
obtained results, we conducted three studies: two with a 
sample from the United States (Studies 1 and 3) and one 
with a sample from the United Kingdom (Study 2). Given 
the methodological similarity between studies, we report 
the methods and results of all studies together. Studies 1 
and 2 were exploratory in nature. Study 3 was a preregis-
tered replication of Studies 1 and 2, which further exam-
ined the robustness of the obtained associations after 
controlling for basic demographic variables. For Studies 1 
and 2, we aimed to recruit 300 participants, which provides 
a statistical power of .80 in detecting a correlation of r = 
.16 (two-tailed). Based on the effect sizes obtained in 
Studies 1 and 2, we aimed to recruit 516 participants in 
Study 3, which provides a statistical power of .80 in detect-
ing a correlation of r = .12 (two-tailed). By default, we 
excluded participants who failed to pass an instructional 
attention check (see Oppenheimer et al., 2009). The data 
for each study were collected in one shot without intermit-
tent statistical analyses. We report all measures, all condi-
tions, and all data exclusions. The data, analysis codes, and 
materials for the three studies are available at https://osf 

.io/4yx9b. The preregistration for Study 3 can be found at 
https://osf.io/hxf3s.

Method

Participants

Participants in Studies 1 and 2 were recruited between 
February 2019 and March 2019 using Prolific, a crowdsourc-
ing platform for online research (Peer et al., 2017). 
Participants in Study 3 were Amazon Mechanical Turk 
(MTurk) workers recruited in December 2019 through Turk 
Prime (Litman et al., 2016). All data collection was com-
pleted before the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Eligibility for participation in Studies 1 and 2 were restricted 
to Prolific workers from the United States (Study 1) or the 
United Kingdom (Study 2) who were at least 18 years of age, 
successfully completed one prior assignment, and had an 
approval rating of at least 95% across assignments. Eligibility 
for participation in Study 3 was identical except that MTurk 
workers were required to have successfully completed 100 
prior assignments and could not have participated in a prior 
study from the authors’ lab using the moral dilemmas 
involved in the current research.

For each study, we created three separate assignments to 
obtain a diverse sample spanning the political spectrum. 
Toward this end, Studies 1 and 2 used Prolific’s demographic 
screening tool to restrict completion of each assignment to 
Prolific workers who self-identified as either liberal, moder-
ate, or conservative.1 In Study 3, we used Turk Prime’s panel 
options (based on prior demographic surveying) to restrict 

Figure 1. CNI model of moral decision-making predicting action versus inaction responses in moral dilemmas with proscriptive and 
prescriptive norms and consequences involving benefits of action that are either greater or smaller than costs of action.
Source. Reproduced from Gawronski et al. (2017). Reprinted with permission from the American Psychological Association.

https://osf.io/4yx9b
https://osf.io/4yx9b
https://osf.io/hxf3s
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completion of each assignment to MTurk workers who self-
identified as (a) “very liberal” or “liberal,” (b) “moderate,” 
or (c) “very conservative” or “conservative.” For each study, 
the procedure and materials for participants recruited through 
different assignments were identical. Completion of each 
study took approximately 30 min, and participants were 
compensated US$4.00 for their time. Sample characteristics 
for each study can be seen in Table 1.

Procedure and Materials

The procedure and materials were largely the same across 
studies. After providing informed consent, participants 
were asked to indicate their political ideology on three 
items: (a) How do you consider yourself politically in gen-
eral? (b) How do you consider yourself politically in terms 
of social issues? and (c) How do you consider yourself 
politically in terms of economic issues? (Study 1: α = .92; 
Study 2: α = .92; Study 3: α = .93). Political ideology was 
measured with a 7-point rating scale, ranging from 1 (very 
liberal) to 7 (very conservative). Participants were then 
asked to complete a battery of 48 moral dilemmas adapted 
from Körner et al. (2020). The battery included 12 basic 
scenarios in four variants, reflecting the manipulations of 
cost–benefit ratios (i.e., benefits of action greater vs. 
smaller than costs) and salient norms (i.e., proscriptive vs. 
prescriptive) required for analyses using the CNI model 
(Gawronski et al., 2017). Each dilemma asked participants 
to indicate whether the described action was acceptable 
(yes vs. no). All dilemmas were presented in a random 

order that was fixed for all participants (for a sample 
dilemma, see Table 2). After responding to the dilemmas, 
participants completed a set of demographic questions and 
an instructional attention check (see Oppenheimer et al., 
2009), after which they were thanked for their participation 
and given a completion code to request compensation.

This procedure was followed in all three studies with a 
few notable deviations. In Study 2, participants were asked 
to complete an additional three-item measure of self-identifi-
cation in terms of the right–left dimension for exploratory 
purposes (see Note 1). In Study 3, a basic arithmetic question 
was added to the beginning of the assessment to prevent bots 
from participating,2 and measures of income and religion 
were added to the set of demographic questions at the end of 
the assessment. Income was measured by asking participants 
What is your total household income in dollars per year? 
which was answered using 12 response options beginning 
with Less than US$10,000 and incrementally increasing to 
More than US$150,000. Religiosity was measured using a 
10-item religiosity scale adapted from Koenig and colleagues 
(2005). Responses to each item were measured using a 
dichotomous yes versus no answer choice.

Data Analyses

Across all studies, we examined the associations between 
political ideology and moral dilemma judgments in two steps. 
To permit a comparison of our findings with previous research, 
we first analyzed correlations between political ideology and 
preference for action over inaction on dilemmas involving a 

Table 1. Sample Characteristics (Sample Size, Demographic Statistics) of Studies 1 to 3.

Sample characteristic Study 1 Study 2 Study 3

Sample size
 Initial sample size 300 302 517
 Attention check failures 52 60 11
 Final sample size 248 242 506
Age M = 35.08 (SD = 12.90) M = 38.15 (SD = 12.52) M = 37.73 (SD = 11.23)
Gender
 Female 42.74% 67.36% 49.01%
 Male 56.85% 32.64% 50.99%
 Other 0.40% — —
Ethnic identification
 Caucasian 85.89% 90.08% 84.78%
 African American/Black 5.24% 1.65% 8.30%
 Asian 8.47% 4.55% 6.92%
 Native Americana 0.81% — 0.99%
 Pacific Islandera — — 0.20%
 Multiracialb — 3.31% —
 Other 1.21% 1.65% 1.58%

Note. Two participants completed the assessment for Study 2 but either timed out or returned their submission resulting in an initial sample of 302 
participants. One participant completed the assessment for Study 1 but either timed out or submitted the wrong completion code resulting in an initial 
sample of 517 participants. Attention check failure rates were not reliably associated with political ideology across individual studies or integrated across 
studies (see Table S2 in the Supplemental Online Material).
aStudies 1 and 3. bStudy 2.
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proscriptive norm that prohibits action in cases where the ben-
efits of action outweigh its costs to well-being. Greater prefer-
ence for action over inaction on this type of dilemma is 
typically interpreted as reflecting a stronger preference for 
utilitarian over deontological responses (see Greene et al., 
2001). For the sake of simplicity, we use the term traditional 
dilemma score for this relative preference measure.

In a second step, we analyzed the associations between 
political ideology and moral dilemma judgments using the 
CNI model. Individual parameter scores of sensitivity to 
consequences (C), sensitivity to moral norms (N), and gen-
eral preference for inaction versus action (I) were estimated 
with the freeware multiTree (Moshagen, 2010) by fitting the 
CNI model to the aggregated moral judgment data of each 
participant (see Körner et al., 2020). Because the statistical 
details of the CNI model have been described elsewhere 
(Gawronski et al., 2017), we describe only the main steps of the 
analyses. Based on the processing tree depicted in Figure 1, the 
CNI model provides a unique equation for each of the four 
kinds of dilemmas (see the appendix).3 The four equations 
include the three model parameters as unknowns and the 
probability of action versus inaction responses on a given type 
of dilemma as known numerical values. Using maximum like-
lihood statistics, numerical values are estimated for each 
parameter such that the difference between the predicted 
probabilities of action versus inaction responses and the 
empirically observed probabilities of action versus inaction 

responses across the four kinds of dilemmas is minimized. 
Estimates for each parameter can range from 0 to 1. Higher 
scores on the C parameter indicate a greater effect of conse-
quences on moral judgments. Higher scores on the N param-
eter indicate a greater effect of moral norms on moral 
judgments. Scores above .50 on the I parameter indicate a 
stronger general preference for inaction, while scores below 
.50 indicate a stronger general preference for action. 
Following the procedures recommended by Gawronski et al. 
(2017), the modeling analyses used a fixed estimation algo-
rithm with random start values, two replications, and a maxi-
mum of 90,000 iterations.

As specified in the preregistration, we conducted addi-
tional analyses in Study 3 to examine whether the associa-
tions between political ideology and CNI parameters are 
robust after controlling for demographic variables. To this 
end, each of the three moral judgment parameters (C param-
eter, N parameter, I parameter) was simultaneously regressed 
onto political ideology and gender, age, education, income, 
and religiosity.4

Results

Means and 95% confidence intervals (CIs) of the aggregated 
moral judgment data for each study are presented in Table 3. 
Means and 95% CIs of political ideology scores and CNI 
model parameters for each study are presented in Table 4.

Table 2. Example of a Moral Dilemma Involving Either a Proscriptive or a Prescriptive Norm Where the Benefits of Action Are Either 
Greater or Smaller Than the Costs of Action.

Proscriptive norm prohibits action Prescriptive norm prescribes action

Benefits of action greater 
than costs

Benefits of action smaller 
than costs

Benefits of action greater than 
costs

Benefits of action smaller than 
costs

You are the director of a 
hospital in a developing 
country. A foreign student 
who is volunteering in the 
country got infected with a 
rare virus.

The virus is highly contagious 
and deadly to seniors 
and children. The only 
medication that can 
effectively stop the virus 
from spreading has severe 
side effects. Although the 
virus will not kill her, the 
student suffers from a 
chronic immune deficiency 
that will make her die from 
these side effects.

Is it acceptable in this case 
to give the student the 
medication?

You are the director of a 
hospital in a developing 
country. A foreign student 
who is volunteering in the 
country got infected with a 
rare virus.

The virus is highly contagious 
and can cause severe 
stomach cramps. The 
only medication that can 
effectively stop the virus 
from spreading has severe 
side effects. Although the 
virus will not kill her, the 
student suffers from a 
chronic immune deficiency 
that will make her die from 
these side effects.

Is it acceptable in this case 
to give the student the 
medication?

You are the director of a 
hospital in a developing 
country. A foreign student who 
is volunteering in the country 
got infected with a rare virus.

The virus is highly contagious 
and can cause severe stomach 
cramps. The student suffers 
from a chronic immune 
deficiency that will make her 
die from the virus if she is 
not returned to her home 
country for special treatment. 
However, taking her out 
of quarantine involves a 
considerable risk that the virus 
will spread.

Is it acceptable in this case 
to take the student out of 
quarantine to return her to her 
home country for treatment?

You are the director of a 
hospital in a developing 
country. A foreign student who 
is volunteering in the country 
got infected with a rare virus.

The virus is highly contagious and 
deadly to seniors and children. 
The student suffers from a 
chronic immune deficiency 
that will make her die from the 
virus if she is not returned to 
her home country for special 
treatment. However, taking her 
out of quarantine involves a 
considerable risk that the virus 
will spread.

Is it acceptable in this case 
to take the student out of 
quarantine to return her to her 
home country for treatment?

Source. Dilemmas adapted from Gawronski et al. (2017). Reprinted with permission.
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Traditional Analyses

Replicating previous findings, political ideology was signifi-
cantly associated with traditional dilemma scores in Study 1, 
r(246) = −.17, p = .008, 95% CI = [–.29, –.05], and Study 
3, r(504) = −.13, p = .003, 95% CI = [–.22, –.05], indicat-
ing that conservatives showed a weaker preference for utili-
tarian over deontological judgments than liberals. Political 
ideology was not significantly associated with traditional 
dilemma scores in Study 2, r(240) = −.08, p = .212, 95% CI 
= [–.20, .05]. Thus, prior findings regarding associations 
between political ideology and preference for utilitarian over 
deontological judgment were only partially supported by the 
current research, a point to which we will return in the 
“Discussion” section.

CNI Analyses

Correlations between political ideology and the three CNI 
model parameters are presented in Table 5. Political ideology 
showed a significant association with the C parameter in 
Study 1, r(246) = −.13, p = .035, 95% CI = [–.25, –.01]; 
Study 2, r(240) = −.13, p = .046, 95% CI = [–.25, –.002]; 
and Study 3, r(504) = −.12, p = .007, 95% CI = [–.21, 
–.03], indicating that sensitivity to consequences was nega-
tively related to conservative (vs. liberal) political ideology. 
Political ideology showed no significant associations with 
the N parameter in Study 1, r(246) = .03, p = .625, 95% CI 
= [–.09, .16]; Study 2, r(240) = −.08, p = .206, 95% CI = 

[–.21, .04]; or Study 3, r(504) = .06, p = .182, 95% CI = 
[–.03, .15]. Similarly, political ideology showed no signifi-
cant associations with the I parameter in Study 1, r(246) = 
.10, p = .131, 95% CI = [–.03, .22]; Study 2, r(240) = −.04, 
p = .575, 95% CI = [–.16, .09]; or Study 3, r(504) = .09,  
p = .056, 95% CI = [–.002, .17], although the association in 
Study 3 was marginal. Taken together, these findings suggest 
that sensitivity to consequences decreases as a function of 
conservative (vs. liberal) political ideology. Political ideol-
ogy does not seem to be associated with sensitivity to moral 
norms or general action tendencies.

Control Analyses

In accordance with the preregistration for Study 3, we con-
ducted additional analyses examining whether the association 
between political ideology and the C parameter would hold 
after controlling for basic demographic variables. To this end, 
the C parameter was regressed onto political ideology as well 
as gender, age, income, education, and religiosity (see Table 6). 
Consistent with the hypothesis of a direct association between 
political ideology and moral judgments, political ideology 
continued to show a significant association with the C param-
eter, β = −.12, t(499) = −2.42, p = .016, 95% CI = [–.22, 
–.02], indicating that sensitivity to consequences decreased 
as a function of conservative (vs. liberal) political ideology 
even after controlling for basic demographic variables. In 
addition to political ideology, the C parameter showed a sig-
nificant positive association with age, β = .19, t(499) = 4.17,  

Table 3. Means and 95% CIs of Action (vs. Inaction) Responses on Moral Dilemmas With Proscriptive and Prescriptive Norms and 
Consequences Involving Benefits of Action That Are Either Greater or Smaller Than Costs of Action.

Proscriptive norm prohibits action Prescriptive norm prescribes action

 
Benefits of action  
greater than costs

Benefits of action  
smaller than costs

Benefits of action  
greater than costs

Benefits of action 
smaller than costs

Study M 95% CI M 95% CI M 95% CI M 95% CI

Study 1 4.87 [4.54, 5.21] 1.57 [1.35, 1.78] 10.04 [9.82, 10.27] 6.83 [6.51, 7.15]
Study 2 4.68 [4.37, 5.00] 1.23 [1.05, 1.41] 10.26 [10.06, 10.45] 6.76 [6.47, 7.06]
Study 3 4.55 [4.32, 4.78] 1.93 [1.75, 2.12] 9.82 [9.64, 10.00] 7.20 [6.98, 7.42]

Note. Scores can range from 0 to 12. The neutral reference value of equal numbers of action and inaction responses is 6. CIs = confidence intervals.

Table 4. Means and 95% CIs of Political Ideology Scores and CNI Model Parameters.

Variable

Study 1 Study 2 Study 3

M 95% CI M 95% CI M 95% CI

Political ideology 3.93 [3.70, 4.16] 3.57 [3.37, 3.76] 3.80 [3.65, 3.96]
C parameter 0.27 [0.25, 0.29] 0.29 [0.27, 0.31] 0.22 [0.21, 0.24]
N parameter 0.60 [0.57, 0.64] 0.66 [0.62, 0.69] 0.58 [0.56, 0.61]
I parameter 0.60 [0.57, 0.64] 0.64 [0.60, 0.68] 0.58 [0.55, 0.60]

Note. Higher scores on the political ideology measure indicate a stronger conservative ideology; lower scores on the political ideology measure indicate a 
stronger liberal ideology. CIs = confidence intervals.
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p < .001, 95% CI = [.10, .28]; a significant negative associa-
tion with religiosity, β = −.13, t(499) = −2.67, p = .008, 95% 
CI = [–.22, –.03]; and a marginal negative association with 
education, β = −.08, t(499) = −1.67, p = .095, 95% CI = 
[–.17, .01]. Consistent with the results of the correlation anal-
yses, neither the N nor the I parameter was significantly 
related to political orientation after controlling for basic 
demographic variables (see Table 6).

Discussion

The main goal of the current research was to provide deeper 
insights into the role of political ideology in disagreements 
about the right course of action in moral dilemmas. Using a 
battery of moral dilemmas inspired by real-world cases 
(Körner et al., 2020) and the CNI model to quantify sensitiv-
ity to consequences (C), sensitivity to moral norms (N), and 
general preference for inaction versus action (I) in responses 
to moral dilemmas (Gawronski et al., 2017), we found that 
sensitivity to consequences decreased as a function of con-
servative (vs. liberal) political ideology. Political ideology 
was not significantly associated with sensitivity to moral 
norms and general action tendencies. These findings repli-
cated in two exploratory studies (Studies 1 and 2) and one 
preregistered study (Study 3) with participants from the 
United States (Studies 1 and 3) and the United Kingdom 
(Study 2) and remained robust after controlling for basic 
demographic variables (Study 3). The results also replicated 

Table 5. Correlations Between Political Ideology and Moral Judgment Variables.

Study Traditional score C parameter N parameter I parameter

Study 1 −.17** −.13* .03 .10
Study 2 −.08 −.13* −.08 −.04
Study 3 −.13** −.12** .06 .09†

Note. Higher scores on the political ideology measure indicate a stronger conservative ideology; lower scores on the political ideology measure indicate a 
stronger liberal ideology.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01.

Table 6. Association Between Political Ideology and Moral Judgment Variables Controlling for Basic Demographic Variables, Study 3.

Variable

C parameter N parameter I parameter

β 95% CI β 95% CI β 95% CI

Political ideology −.12* [–.22, –.02] −.003 [–.10, .09] .05 [–.05, .15]
Gender −.04 [–.13, .05] .09* [.01, .18] .14** [.05, .23]
Age .19*** [.10, .28] .25*** [.16, .34] .09† [–.002, .18]
Income .03 [–.06, .12] .05 [–.04, .14] .02 [–.07, .12]
Education −.08† [–.17, .01] −.03 [–.12, .06] −.14** [–.24, –.05]
Religiosity −.13** [–.22, –.03] .01 [–.08, .10] .01 [–.09, .10]
R2 .07 .08 .06  

Note. Higher scores on the political ideology measure indicate a stronger conservative ideology; lower scores on the political ideology measure indicate a 
stronger liberal ideology. For gender, 1 = male and 2 = female. CI = confidence interval.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

in an integrative data analysis (Curran & Hussong, 2009) 
combining the data from all three studies (see Table S9 in the 
Supplemental Online Material). Scatterplots of the associa-
tions between political ideology and the three CNI parame-
ters in the integrative data analysis can be seen in Figure 2.

The current findings offer more nuanced insights into 
why conservatives and liberals may disagree about the most 
appropriate course of action in real-world dilemmas. Past 
research suggests that conservatives are less likely than liber-
als to endorse actions that violate moral norms for the sake of 
the greater good (e.g., Hannikainen et al., 2017; Piazza & 
Sousa, 2014). One potential interpretation of this difference 
is that conservatives are more concerned about violations of 
moral norms than liberals (see Young et al., 2013), suggest-
ing a significant positive correlation between conservative 
(vs. liberal) political ideology and sensitivity to moral norms. 
Another interpretation is that conservatives are more con-
cerned about actions that interfere with current states of 
affairs (i.e., status quo bias; see Samuelson & Zeckhauser, 
1988), suggesting a significant positive correlation between 
conservative (vs. liberal) political ideology and general pref-
erence for inaction over action. Neither of these predictions 
received empirical support in the current studies. Instead, we 
found a significant negative correlation between conserva-
tive (vs. liberal) political ideology and sensitivity to conse-
quences, suggesting that conservatives are less willing to 
accept consequentialist arguments about the greater good 
than liberals (see Piazza & Sousa, 2014). In other words, 
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liberals and conservatives seem to agree that certain actions 
would be morally wrong because they violate consensually 
accepted moral norms. Yet, they seem to differ in the extent 
to which they are willing to accept trade-offs when a norm 
violation would be beneficial for the greater good.

An interesting question regarding this finding is whether 
political differences in sensitivity to consequences are driven 
by political conservatism, political liberalism, or both. 
Because participants were recruited in groups based on their 
political ideology (i.e., conservative, moderate, liberal), fol-
low-up analyses using a categorical classification can pro-
vide valuable insights for this question (see Table S5 in the 
Supplemental Online Material). While we did not find con-
sistent differences between groups in the three individual 
studies, an integrative data analysis (Curran & Hussong, 
2009) combining the data from all three studies revealed that 
sensitivity to consequences was significantly weaker in the 
conservative group than in the liberal group.5 Yet, neither the 
conservative nor the liberal group differed from the moderate 
group. Together, these results suggest that sensitivity to con-
sequences varies continuously across the political spectrum 
and is not driven exclusively by either conservatism or 
liberalism.

Another interesting question is whether sensitivity to con-
sequences is more strongly associated with social or eco-
nomic political ideology. Follow-up analyses with the data 
from the three individual studies did not find consistent evi-
dence for different associations between sensitivity to conse-
quences and social versus economic political ideology. 
However, when the data from all three studies were com-
bined, an integrative data analysis revealed that sensitivity to 
consequences showed a significantly stronger association 
with social compared with economic political ideology (see 
Tables S6–S9 in the Supplemental Online Material). This 
difference is consistent with earlier findings by Chan (2019), 

who found that preference for utilitarian over deontological 
judgments is more strongly associated with social compared 
with economic political ideology. The current results expand 
on these findings, suggesting that associations between 
moral dilemma judgments and social political ideology are 
rooted in differences in sensitivity to consequences.

Why the Difference?

While the current findings suggest that disagreement about 
the correct course of action in moral dilemmas is rooted in 
political differences in sensitivity to consequences, it is still 
unclear why liberals and conservatives differ in the observed 
manner. One potential explanation could be derived from 
Greene et al.’s (2001) dual-process theory of moral dilemma 
judgment, which suggests that deontological judgments are 
rooted in automatic emotional reactions to the idea of caus-
ing harm, whereas utilitarian judgments result from deliber-
ate cognitive analyses of costs and benefits. Thus, to the 
extent that conservatives are less inclined to engage in delib-
erate thinking compared with liberals (see Jost et al., 2003), 
conservatives may show a weaker sensitivity to conse-
quences, as observed in the current studies. However, coun-
ter to this interpretation, research using the CNI model 
suggests that deliberate thinking influences moral dilemma 
judgments via general action tendencies rather than sensitiv-
ity to consequences. Specifically, Gawronski et al. (2017, 
Experiments 2a and 2b) found that, although cognitive load 
led to a weaker preference for utilitarian over deontological 
judgments, this effect was driven by greater general prefer-
ence for inaction versus action under cognitive load, not by 
weaker sensitivity to consequences. These results question 
not only a core assumption of Greene et al.’s (2001) dual-
process theory, they also pose a challenge to the idea that 
the obtained association between political ideology and 

Figure 2. Scatterplots of associations between political ideology and sensitivity to consequences (C parameter), sensitivity to moral 
norms (N parameter), and general preference for inaction versus action regardless of consequences and norms (I Parameter) in 
integrative data analysis combining the data from Studies 1 to 3 (N = 996).
Note. Higher scores on the political ideology measure indicate stronger conservative ideology; lower scores on the political ideology measure indicate a 
stronger liberal ideology.
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sensitivity to consequences is driven by differences in delib-
erate thinking.

An alternative possibility is that political differences in 
sensitivity to consequences are rooted in proto-utilitarian 
inclinations. Kahane and colleagues (2018) have proposed 
a two-dimensional model of utilitarian psychology, consist-
ing of acceptance of instrumental harm for the sake of the 
greater good (instrumental harm) and impartial concern for 
the welfare of others (impartial beneficence). To the extent 
that instrumental harm is positively associated with politi-
cal conservatism and impartial beneficence is negatively 
associated with political conservatism—as proposed by 
Everett and Kahane (2020)—the current findings may be 
driven by weaker impartial concern for the welfare of oth-
ers among conservatives.6 However, previous findings with 
the CNI model render this possibility unlikely. Körner et al. 
(2020) examined associations between the three CNI model 
parameters and the two dimensions of utilitarianism as cap-
tured by the Oxford Utilitarianism Scale (OUS; Kahane 
et al., 2018). Across four studies, neither instrumental harm 
nor impartial beneficence showed reliable associations 
with sensitivity to consequences. Instead, both dimensions 
showed significant negative associations with sensitivity to 
moral norms, suggesting that self-reported endorsement of 
utilitarian ideas (as captured by the two dimensions of the 
OUS) merely serves to justify a rejection of moral norms 
without increasing people’s actual sensitivity to conse-
quences. Thus, given that political ideology was signifi-
cantly associated with sensitivity to consequences and 
unrelated to sensitivity to moral norms, political differences 
in proto-utilitarian inclinations seem rather unlikely to 
account for the current findings.

A potential answer to the question of why liberals and 
conservatives differ in their sensitivity to consequences is 
suggested by the finding that sensitivity to consequences was 
more strongly associated with social than economic political 
ideology (see Table S9 in the Supplemental Online Material). 
Whereas social political ideology has been found to be more 
strongly linked to resistance to social change, economic 
political ideology has been found to be more strongly linked 
to acceptance of inequality (Duckitt & Sibley, 2010; Jost 
et al., 2009). Together with the current findings, these results 
suggest that political differences in sensitivity to conse-
quences may be rooted in differences in resistance to social 
change. Consistent with this conclusion, Hannikainen et al. 
(2018) found evidence for a societal shift toward utilitarian 
judgments in the resolution of moral dilemmas. To the degree 
that conservatives (relative to liberals) are more resistant to 
such societal shifts, the negative association between politi-
cal conservatism and sensitivity to consequences may reflect 
resistance to an increased sensitivity to consequences at the 
societal level. Future research might evaluate this hypothesis 
more directly by examining whether the three parameters of 
the CNI model are less affected by societal changes among 
conservatives compared with liberals.

Some Caveats

Although we obtained consistent evidence for an associa-
tion between political ideology and sensitivity to conse-
quences, it is worth noting that there was only partial support 
for an association between political ideology and tradi-
tional dilemma scores. Consistent with past research (e.g., 
Hannikainen et al., 2017; Piazza & Sousa, 2014), conserva-
tives showed a weaker preference for utilitarian over deonto-
logical judgment than liberals in Studies 1 and 3. However, 
there were no political differences in preference for utilitar-
ian over deontological judgment in Study 2. A potential rea-
son for these mixed findings is that traditional dilemma 
scores confound the influence of multiple distinct determi-
nants of moral dilemma judgments (Conway & Gawronski, 
2013; Crone & Laham, 2017), which creates noise in the 
measurement of each confounded factor. Disentangling the 
confounded factors provides cleaner measures of each factor, 
which can increase the statistical power to detect associa-
tions between a given factor and other variables. Consistent 
with this interpretation, our findings were consistent with 
past research when analyses were conducted using the 
combined data from all three studies (see Table S9 in the 
Supplemental Online Material), suggesting that conserva-
tives show a weaker preference for utilitarian over deonto-
logical judgment than liberals.

While the association between political ideology and sen-
sitivity to consequences was consistent across studies, it is 
worth noting that the obtained correlations were relatively 
small overall. Across studies, conservative (vs. liberal) 
political ideology showed a correlation with sensitivity to 
consequences of around r = −.13, and the strength of this 
association was attenuated when controlling for demographic 
variables, falling to marginal significance in Studies 1 and 2 
(see Note 4). The strength of this association may seem 
somewhat surprising given the strong associations between 
political ideology and other aspects of moral judgment (e.g., 
Graham et al., 2009). Thus, although political ideology may 
contribute to disagreement about the right course of action in 
real-world dilemmas, it is possible that other person-related 
variables contribute to such debates over and above political 
ideology (e.g., Körner et al., 2020; Kroneisen & Heck, 2020; 
Luke & Gawronski, in press). In support of this possibility, 
gender was consistently associated with sensitivity to moral 
norms across studies, and age showed relatively strong asso-
ciations with sensitivity to consequences and sensitivity to 
moral norms in Study 3. Future research examining associa-
tions between moral dilemma judgments and other person-
related characteristics might help to better understand the 
sources of conflicting views in moral debates about real-
world issues.

Related to this point, another important consideration is 
that the size of associations between political ideology and 
moral dilemma judgment may be sensitive to content-related 
aspects of specific dilemmas. Although associations between 
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political ideology and preference for utilitarian over deonto-
logical judgments have been replicated with various dilem-
mas that are different from the ones used in the current 
studies (e.g., Chan, 2019; Hannikainen et al., 2017; Piazza & 
Landy, 2013; Piazza & Sousa, 2014; Young et al., 2013), we 
aimed to address this concern in an integrative data analysis 
(Curran & Hussong, 2009) that examined the contribution of 
individual dilemmas to the obtained results by separately 
excluding each dilemma before the calculation of the three 
parameter scores (see Table S10 in the Supplemental Online 
Material). Confirming the generality of the obtained results, 
the association between political ideology and sensitivity to 
consequences was robust across exclusions, with conserva-
tives being significantly less sensitive to consequences than 
liberals in every single case (–.15 < rs < –.11).

Finally, while the CNI modeling approach taken in the 
current research offers nuanced insights into the association 
between political ideology and moral dilemma judgment, all 
of the analyses are correlational and therefore not indicative 
of causation. Based on the preceding discussion, it seems 
possible that political conservatism (vs. liberalism) decreases 
sensitivity to consequences via resistance to societal shifts 

toward utilitarian judgments. Future research may test this 
causal hypothesis by employing longitudinal designs to 
examine how political ideology predicts changes in sensitiv-
ity to consequences over time or experimental designs to 
examine how sensitivity to consequences is influenced by 
manipulations of perceived societal standards surrounding 
moral dilemma judgment.

Conclusion

Returning to our introductory example, the current findings 
suggest that, on average, conservatives are less inclined to 
accept harmful actions for the greater good than liberals. 
However, the conflicting views do not seem to be driven by 
differences in the concern about norm violations. Both liber-
als and conservatives seem to be highly sensitive to moral 
norms pertaining to care and harm. The conflicting views 
also seem to be independent of potential differences in con-
cerns about actions interfering with the status quo. Instead, 
our findings suggest that liberals are more sensitive to the 
consequences of a given action for the greater good than 
conservatives.

Appendix

CNI Model Equations

Model equations for the estimation of sensitivity to consequences (C), sensitivity to moral norms (N), and general prefer-
ence for inaction versus action irrespective of consequences and norms (I) in responses to moral dilemmas with proscriptive 
versus prescriptive norms and benefits of action for overall well-being are either greater or smaller than the costs of action 
for well-being (reproduced from Gawronski et al., 2017, and reprinted with permission from the American Psychological 
Association).

p(inaction | proscriptive norm, benefits > costs) = [(1 – C) × N] + [(1 – C) × (1 – N) × I]
p(inaction | proscriptive norm, benefits < costs) = C + [(1 – C) × N] + [(1 – C) × (1 – N) × I]
p(inaction | prescriptive norm, benefits > costs) = (1 – C) × (1 – N) × I
p(inaction | prescriptive norm, benefits < costs) = C + [(1 – C) × (1 – N) × I]

p(action | proscriptive norm, benefits > costs) = C + [(1 – C) × (1 – N) × (1 – I)]
p(action | proscriptive norm, benefits < costs) = (1 – C) × (1 – N) × (1 – I)
p(action | prescriptive norm, benefits > costs) = C + [(1 – C) × N] + [(1 – C) × (1 – N) × (1 – I)]
p(action | prescriptive norm, benefits < costs) = [(1 – C) × N] + [(1 – C) × (1 – N) × (1 – I)]
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Notes

1. Prolific’s screening survey for participants from the United 
Kingdom used the labels right, center, and left (as opposed to 
conservative, moderate, and liberal for participants from the 
United States). Although we deemed either of these labels 
instrumental for obtaining a politically diverse sample, self-
identifications along the two dimensions may have different 
connotations. Because the findings of Study 1 were obtained 
with a measure of liberal–conservative self-identification, Study 
2 used the same measure. A measure capturing self-identifica-
tion as right, center, or left was added in Study 2 for exploratory 
purposes. Consistent with the aforementioned concern, the results 
for right–left and conservative–liberal self-identification mea-
sures differed (see Table S1 in the Supplemental Online Material). 
Because we do not have evidence for the reproducibility of the 
findings obtained with the left–right measure, we refrain from 
drawing any conclusions from these findings.

2. The bot prevention question asked participants to solve a sim-
ple addition problem (e.g., “8 + 7”). Participants who failed to 
answer this question correctly were not allowed to complete the 
study.

3. Because p(action) = 1 – p(inaction), there are only four non-
redundant equations in the set of eight equations depicted in the 
appendix.

4. In response to a comment by a reviewer, we also conducted 
analyses regressing moral judgment parameters on political 
ideology controlling for gender, age, and education in Studies 
1 and 2. In both studies, significant associations between politi-
cal ideology and moral judgment parameters fell to marginal 
significance when controlling for demographic variables. We 
deem these findings as reflective of the fact that Studies 1 and 
2 were underpowered, as evidenced by the significant findings 
of Study 3. For transparency, control analyses for Studies 1 and 
2 are presented in Tables S3 and S4 in the Supplemental Online 
Material.

5. The integrative data analysis also revealed a significant differ-
ence between groups in general preference for inaction versus 
action (see Table S5 in the Supplemental Online Material). 
However, given that no such difference was not found in the 
continuous analyses examining associations between political 
ideology and general preference for inaction versus action, we 
refrain from drawing conclusions from this finding.

6. Note that the proposed positive association between political 
conservatism and instrumental harm should lead to a positive 
association between conservative (vs. liberal) political ideology 
and sensitivity to consequences, counter to the negative associa-
tion obtained in the current studies.
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