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Abstract

Past research has found that experiencing the emotions of disgust or moral elevation can influence
one’s moral judgments, but no known research has been done to empirically test and compare both
emotions’ influence on moral judgments in the same study, as was tested in this current study. Two
individual differences were also examined: one's level of bodily sensitivity (Private Body Consciousness)
and the extent to which one's moral character is central to who they are (Moral Identity), both of which
have been shown in past research to influence one’s ability to experience disgust and moral elevation.
Participants were assigned to one of three emotion-eliciting videos. After the video, moral judgments
were made in response to six vignettes. No differences between video conditions were found. Also, when
levels of PBC and MI were assessed in conjunction with video condition, no interactions were found.

Implications for future research are discussed.

Literature Review

Based upon Haidt’s (2001) framework on
emotions and moral reasoning and previous
research  evaluating the impact of
experiencing either moral elevation or
disgust on moral decision-making making
(e.g., Chapman & Anderson, 2014;
Strohminger et al., 2011; Choe & Min, 2011),
this study examined the joint impact of
emotion-eliciting videos and two moderating
factors on judgments about six moral
dilemmas. Moral elevation refers to the
feeling of warmth one experiences when acts
of strong moral goodness occurs (Algoe &
Haidt, 2009), while feelings of disgust are
evoked by encountering something an

individual views as gross (Chapman &
Anderson, 2013). Previous research has
identified either Moral Identity (MI) (e.g.,
Aquino et al.,, 2011) or Private Body
Consciousness (PBC) (e.g., Schnall et al.,
2008) as moderating factors affecting moral
judgment following elevation and/or disgust
manipulations. No previous research we
know of has examined disgust and moral
elevation and their influences on moral
judgments simultaneously, which this current
study was designed to do. Also, multiple
studies have recently drawn into question
Schnall et al.’s (2008) research, including a
meta-analysis (e.g., Landy and Goodwin,
2015; Johnson et al., 2016).The present study
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Figure 1

Moral Vignette: Trolley

Karen is at the wheel of a runaway trolley quickly approaching a fork in the tracks. On the tracks
extending to the left is a group of five railway workmen. On the tracks extending to the right is a
single railway workman. If Karen does nothing the trolley will proceed to the left, causing the
deaths of the five workmen. The only way to avoid the deaths of these workmen is to hit a switch
on Karen’s dashboard that will cause the trolley to proceed to the right, causing the death of the
single workman. How wrong is it for Karen to hit the switch in order to avoid the deaths of the

five workmen?
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0 1 2 3 4

5 6 7 ] 9

Extremely
Wrong

is an extension and replication of Schnall et
al.’s (2008) fourth experiment , which
examined the video manipulation of disgust
and its influence on moral judgment. One of
our hypotheses was that individuals with
higher levels of PBC in the elevation and
disgust conditions would have harsher moral
judgments in comparison to the control
condition. Also, those higher in MI scores in
the elevation condition would have harsher
moral judgments than the control. Overall,
we hypothesized that the elevation and
disgust conditions would lead to harsher
moral judgments than the control with no
differences between the two groups.

Method

Over 200 college students from
psychology courses completed an online
survey measuring PBC (Miller et al., 1981)
and MI (Aquino & Reed, 2002). Based on
these scores, 89 participants were selected for
the experimental portion of the study, based
upon having relatively low or high scores on
either PBC or MI. Experimental participants
were assigned to one of three video
conditions  including  disgust, moral
elevation, or the control. An earlier study had
participants rate different videos on the
degree to which they elicited various

emotions to select videos for the present
study. After viewing their assigned video,
each participant rated six moral judgment
vignettes (adapted from Schnall et al., 2008)
on a wrongness scale from 0 (Perfectly OK)
to 9 (Extremely Wrong). For the purposes of
this paper, the trolley vignette was utilized to
illustrate the conclusions of our research, as
its response characteristics made the most
sense to report on. The trolley vignette can be
found above in Figure 1.

Results

Separate two-way ANOVAs (analysis of
variance) with video condition (elevation vs.
disgust vs. control) as one factor and each of
the moderators (high vs. low on PBC and MI)
as a second factor were run to examine
impacts on moral judgments of the trolley
vignette. Tests of the main effects for video
condition, PBC, and MI were not significant
(F (2,36) = 0.398, p = 0.674, 02 = .022; F
(1,36) =2.445, p = 0.127, 12 = .064; and F
(1,41) = 1.493, p = 0.229, n"2 = .035,
respectively). As displayed in the first panel
of Table 1 below, no main effect of video
condition was found for the trolley vignette,
as the mean wrongness ratings for each group
only slightly differed. Interactions of
emotional video condition and each of the
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Table 1

Means and (standard deviations) for wrongness of trolley vignette overall and for those low and

high in Private Body Consciousness (PBC).

Video Control= Disgust? Elevation®

Condition 4.12(1.99) 3.25(2.19) 3.42(1.88)

Moderator Low PBC4 High PBC= Low PBCf High PBCe Low PBCt High PBC!
3.50(2.56) 4.25(2.06) 2.86 (2.19) 4.38(3.07) 2.40(0.90) 3.70(2.16)

y=26,m=32,n=31,m=8,n=4,In="7,n=8,m=35,in=10.

moderators were also non-significant (F
(2,36) = 0.085, p = 0.919, n*2 = .005, for
PBC; F (2,41)=2.060, p=0.140,1"2 =.091,
for MI). Although those higher in PBC were
harsher in judgments for each of the three
video conditions, as demonstrated by a
comparison of group wrongness means in
panel two of Table 1, these differences were
not statistically significant. Those viewing
the Disgust video who had high PBC did not
have significantly higher wrongness ratings
than those with high PBC in the Control
condition, which failed to support our
hypothesis. Findings for MI are not reported,
as they yielded similar patterns to that of the
PBC results.

Discussion

The current study tested the role of
emotions on moral judgment (in particular,
the causal influence hypothesis (Polzler,
2015)) for two emotions, elevation and
disgust. One of our hypotheses was that those
high in PBC would have harsher judgments
in the disgust condition when compared to
individuals in the control condition. This
research revealed that the overall pattern of
results did not support this hypothesis, which
were based on this theory. No statistically
reliable associations were found between
manipulated emotional states and moral

judgments, even when controlling for the
moderating influence of two factors shown in
previous research to impact the influence of
emotions. It should be noted, however, that
sample size for the moderator analyses were
low resulting in low power to detect effects.
This current study was not able to replicate
the results found in Schnall et al.’s (2008)
fourth experiment. Instead, this research
paralleled Johnson et al.’s (2016) study
which, like ours, showed that disgust did not
significantly influence moral judgment, even
under the condition of high PBC.
Interestingly, we did detect a significant
effect for the order in which the six vignettes
were presented, which may have implications
for moral judgment researchers. There was
some indication that grouping of certain
types of moral dilemmas may somehow
amplify the feeling of disgust and lead to
variations in responding. Future studies
should use larger sample sizes and tighten
experimental controls to gain power. While
manipulation checks did suggest the
effectiveness of the emotion-eliciting videos,
further confirmation of their construct
validity would be appropriate. Further
research could also make use of more
stringent  counter-balancing strategies
regarding the moral judgment vignettes.
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