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Abstract

We preseried subjects with pairs of hypothetical scenarios. The action in ead scenario
harmed somepeoplein order to aid others. In one member of the pair, the harm was a direct
result of the action. In the other member, it was an indirect byproduct. Subjects preferred
the indirect harm to the direct harm. This result could not be fully explained in terms of
di®erencedn judgments about which option was more active, more intentional, more likely to
causeharm, or more subject to the disapproval of others. Taken together, these ndings provide
evidencefor a new biasin judgment, atendencyto favor indirectly harmful options over directly
harmful alternativ es, irrespective of the assaiated outcomes, intentions, or self-presetational
concerns. We speculate that this bias could originate from the use of a typical but somewhat
unreliable property of harmful acts, their directness,as a cue to moral evaluation. We discuss
the implications of the bias for a range of sacial issues,including the distinction betweenpassive
and active euthanasia, legal deterrence,and the rhetoric of atrmativ e action.
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Judgments about decisionsoften favor options that lead to worse consequenceshan the al-
ternatives. In the endovment e®ect, people are unwilling to give up their endovment for what
they would otherwise prefer to it (Kahneman, Knetsch, & Thaler, 1990). In omissionbias, people
are unwilling to bring about a preferred outcome through harmful action, when the alternativ e in-
volvesomissionthat is even more harmful (Ritov & Baron, 1990; Spranca, Minsk, & Baron, 1991).
Many preferencereversalsshav that somemeansof eliciting choicesmust lead to nonoptimal out-
comes i.e., outcomesthat the decision maker herselfwould nd lessdesirable than the available
alternatives(e.g., Hseeet al., 1999).

Sud judgments seemto result from the application of intuitiv e principles of judgment, suc
as\avoid losses"or \do no harm (through action)." When decision makers follow sud principles,
nonoptimal outcomes result, so long as no other factors compensate for the biasesin question
(Baron, 1994, 1998). Such ndings of bias away from the optimal outcome are of interest for
two reasons. First, they inform us about our basic methods for making judgments and decision.
Judgmerts that always favor the bestoutcomeare not asinformativ e, becausehey canbe explained
in somany ways (histories of genetic, cultural, or individual adaptation, or abstract understanding
of the optimal relation betweendecisionsand outcomes). Second, ndings of bias suggestways of
improving decisionmaking soasto produce better outcomes. (Of course,sud suggestionsneedto
be examined: explicit attempts to produce the best consequencegare sometimesselfdefeating,and
reliance on intuitiv e judgments may produce better results in somesituations.)

These argumerts do not distinguish between moral and nonmoral judgments. Biasesagainst
producing the best consequencesre found in moral judgments aswell asin nonmoral ones(Ritov
& Baron, 1990; Baron, 1994, 1995), and the distinction between moral and nonmoral judgments
may be slippery. In the preser studies, we ask about preferencewithout specifying whether the
basis of preferenceshould be moral or nonmoral. The issuesof interest are, however, historically
derived from moral philosophy. If such preferencedeadto more harm than would otherwise occur,

philosophical questionsabout the justi cation for this preferencebecomemore pointed.



PREFERENCE FOR INDIRECT HARM 3

Omission bias, for example,seemdo lead to worseconsequencesvhenit plays out in individual
and policy decisions(Ritov & Baron, 1990; Meszaroset al., 1996; Baron, 1998). Harm is an act,
but failing to prevent harm is an omission. People are more tolerant of harmful omissionsthan
of harmful acts. Many people think that it wrong to vaccinate a child against a fatal diseaseif
the vaccine also causesfatalities, even if the fatalities from the diseasegreatly exceedthose from
the vaccine (Ritov and Baron, 1990; Meszaroset al., 1996). The magnitude of the bias may be
measuredby asking how many deaths from the vaccine are acceptable, at most, to prevent 100
deathsfrom the disease.A utilitarian would answer 99. Many peopleanswer considerablyless,and
somesay \0."

Spranka, Minsk, and Baron (1991) also found a bias towards omission in a distinctly moral
context. One of their hypothetical scenariostold a story of a villainous tennis player (John) who
wound up playing his nal against a much stronger opponert (lvan). The scenariowert on to
say that, as John and Ivan sat down for dinner the night before the nal, John (knowing that
Ivan was allergic to cayenne pepper) decidedto recommendlvan the salad dressingcontaining the
cayennepepper in the hopesthat Ivan will get sick and will losethe match. In one (harm through
commission) version of the story, John makesthe recommendationas planned. In the alternative
(harm through omission) version, Ivan orders the dressing himself just before John is about to
recommendit (and John, of course,says nothing). About a third of the subjects who considered
this scenariosaid that John behavior's wasworsewhen he actually made the recommendationthan
when he \allowed" Ivan to choosethe dressinghimself.

Our concern here is with the preferencefor indirect harm over direct harm, when the conse-
guencesare the same(or even when they are worsefor indirect harm). By \direct,” we meanthat
the harm is perceived as part of the action, ditcult to separatefrom the action without rede ning
what the action is. For example, if Jill pushesJadk o®the top of the hill, that is a direct causeof
Jad's fall. If Jack is leaning on a wobbly fenceand Jill pushesthe fenceover, thus causingJack to
fall becausehe has nothing to lean on, that is a caseof harm brought about in an indirect way. In

the secondcase,the direct object of Jill's action is the fence,not Jack, though her entire operation
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is calculated to engageother factors in such a way asto bring about Jack's fall. Yet, in the second
case,we can describe the action as\pushing the fencedown," and this description would still be
valid if Jadk were not leaning on the fence(so that no harm would cometo him from this act). It is
more dixcult (but not impossible)to imagine circumstancesunder which Jadk would be unharmed
in the caseof the rst action \pushing Jadk o® the hill." Notice that the distinction between
direct and indirect is a matter of perception. In general, when harm is indirect, other causesof
the harm, aside from a decisionmaler's choice, are saliert, such as the fact that Jadk was leaning
on an unreliable fence. Furthermore, both direct harm and indirect harm are clearly distinct from
\harm through omission," which, returning to the Jadk-and-Jill scenario,would take place if Jill,

though in the position to obsene the fenceslowly recedeunder Jack's weight, did or say nothing

to prevent the fall.

A preferencefor indirect harm over direct harm can make consequencesvorse. For example,
when a mother's life is threatened by a pregnancy someCatholic hospitals will permit a hysterec-
tomy to save the mother but not an abortion. The fetus dies in either case,but, in the caseof
the hysterectormy (which, unlike the abortion, leaves the mother unable to bear another child),
the killing is seenas an indirect byproduct (Bennett, 1966; Kuhse, 1987). In other casesthe idea
of harming someonedirectly to help others is invoked as a reasonfor moral restraint, asin the
treatment of human subjects in researti. The principle of informed consen is often justied asa
way of making sure that subjects are not treated as meansand harmed directly in order to help
others.

Historically, opposition to direct harm (as opposedto indirect harm) may be traced to the
doctrine of the double e®ectin Catholic moral theory, attributed to Thomas Aquinas (1947,2 1111,
Q. 64, art. 7) as part of his explanation of why killing in self-defensecan be morally acceptable:
\Nothing hinders one act from having two e®ects,only one of which is intended, while the other
is beside the intention. Now moral acts take their speciesaccording to what is intended, and
not according to what is besidethe intention, sincethis is accidertal .... Accordingly the act of

self defensemay have two e®ects,one is the saving of one's life, and the other is the slaying of
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the aggressor. Therefore this act, since one'sintention is to save one's own life, is not unlawful,
seeingthat it is natural to everything to keepitself in "being," asfar as possible. And yet, though
proceedingfrom a good intention, an act may be rendered unlawful, if it be out of proportion to
the end."

As later writers attempted to make senseout of this injunction, the role of intention was
downplayed and another distinction cameto the fore, that betweenindirect or acciderial harm, on
the onehand, and direct harm that is a meansto an endis another. Quinn (1989), for example,says,
\. ..a new and better formulation of the doctrine [of the double e®ect]. .. distinguishes between
agencyin which harm comesto somevictims, at leastin part, from the agert's deliberately involving
them in somethingin order to further his purposepreciselyby way of their being soinvolved. .. and
harmful agencyin which either nothing is in that way intended for the victims or what is sointended
doesnot cortribute to their harm." Quinn usesthe term \direct" and\indirect" for thesetwo kinds
of harm, and we shall usetheseterms.

The injunction against direct harm may also be traced to Kant's secondformulation of the
Categorical Imperative: \Act sothat you treat humanity, whether in your own personor in that of
another, [1] always asan end and [2] never asa meansonly" (Kant, 1959). The negative injunction,
\never as a meansonly,” has beenthe sourceof much speculation. Becauseit contains the word
\only," it is fully consistert with the view that those usedas meansmust also be consideredas part
of the overall accouniing. This view, the utilitian view, would make no distinction betweendirect
and indirect harm. If Kant had acceptedthis utilitarian view, however, he would simply have said
that everyone should court as an end, and the negative injunction would not have been needed.
PerhapsKant was drawing on a more common intuition against the idea of using people as means
at all: useof peopleas meanssuggestsharming them directly for the bene t of others.

We show here that peoplefavor indirect over direct harm, just asthey favor harmful omissions
over harmful acts. We use hypothetical scenarios,similar to those usedto study omission bias, to
attain maximum cortrol over the stimuli. In the third experiment, we nd both indirectness and

omissionbiasesin the samesubjects. In the discussionsection, we speculateabout the psydological



PREFERENCE FOR INDIRECT HARM 6

basis and the link betweendirect and indirect harm and omission, and draw the implications of
the indirect bias for a range of sacial issues,including the distinction between passive and active

euthanasia, legal deterrence,and the rhetoric of atrmativ e action

Study 1

We report here someresults from an initial study of two scenarios,which is inconclusive but which
illustrates the basice®ect. This study preseried eight scenariosto di®erer subjects. Each scenario
cortrasted direct and indirect harm and asked the subjects for a preferenceand a justi cation.

Consequencesvere equated betweenthe two typesof harm. Small sampleswere sutcient to show

the e®ects,but they were not suzcient to test for e®ectsof other variables.

Metho d

All the subjects (176 in total) were undergraduate students at the University of Pennsyhania,
solicited thorough advertisemerts at various campus locations. Every subject was paid $5 for
his/her participation.

Each subject read a basic scenariofollowed by two di®erert endings, ead involving an action
that harmed somepeoplein order to aid others. In one ending, the harm was a direct result of the
action. In the other ending, it wasan indirect byproduct. After reading the scenarios,the subjects
indicated a preferencefor one of the three options direct harm, indirect harm, or \no preference,"
and o®ereda justi cation for their choice. The order of the two endingswas courterbalanced across
subjects. The experimenter (E.R.) was available to answer questions.

The numbers of subjects varied from 20 to 40 for di®erert scenarios. The Airplane scenario
(below) had 24, and the Mall had 20.

The Airplane scenario(much longerin its written form) asked the subject to take the role of a
\senior oxcer at an U.S. military basefacing a major emergencysituation. A missile hasjust been

mistakenly red from your baseat what is known to be a civilian aircraft, carrying on board a total
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of 200 passengersjncluding women and children." The direct action was to \alter the course of
the private jet °ying nearby sothat it is placedin the path of the missile. In this casethe missile
will collide with the jet beforeit cando any harm to the aircraft. (The jet, however, will be utterly

destroyed)." The indirect action was to fool the missile's tracking device\by altering the course
of the civilian aircraft sothat it is positioned directly behind the private jet," in which case\the

missile will collide with the jet and, thus, will explode beforeit can do any harm to the aircraft.

(The jet, however, will be utterly destroyed)."

In the Mall scenario,the subject takesthe role of walking through a crowded mall, when he
noticesthat someonds about to shoot at him. In the direct action, the subject can position himself
behind someoneelsewho will take the bullet. In the indirect action, the subject can leap aside,
in which casesomeoneelse,standing behind the subject, will take the bullet. (The story makesit

clear that, in any case,exactly one personwill die.)

Results and discussion

Most subjects favored indirect harm over direct harm. Across all eight scenarios, 88% of the
responsesfavored indirect harm, 12% were neutral, and lessthan 1% (one response out of 226)
favored direct harm. Each scenarioshaved a signi cant preferencefor indirect harm by a binomial
test (p < :001).

Justi cations indicated that subjects understood the scenariosas we intended and did not
assumethat the consequencesvere any di®eren for the direct and indirect option. For example,in
the Airplane scenario,9 out of 19 Subjects who favored the indirect option justi ed their response
with a simple moral assertion about the direct option, e.g., that it was \not right", \morally
reprehensible”, \more unethical", \wrong", \morally wrong", or \something [one] could not live
with." Other common justi cations (favored by a total of 6 subjects) were in terms of disrespect
for the victim, e.g.,treating the victim as\less than human." The remaining 4 subjects who were
in favor of the indirect option either did not provide any explanation or gave an explanation that

was circular in nature (e.g., \this seemslike a better option")
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Likewise,in the Mall Scenario, 8 out of 17 subjects who favored the indirect option justi ed
their responsewith a simple moral assertion(e.g., saying that the direct option was\unethical" or
\not right"). Four subjects justi ed their preferencein terms of disrespect for the victim entailed
by the direct option. The remaining 5 (out of 17) subjects could not explain why they favored the
indirect option.

Justi cations of indi®erencewere either that the issuewas obvious or that the consequences
were the same. Justi cations were similar in all the other scenarios.

The scenarioshad seweral problems. Somewere unrealistic. This may have made subjects try
to think of whether the consequencesvere equally probable for the two options being compared.
Subjects' justi cations for the judgments did not mention such di®ererial probability, but we ask
about it explicitly in the next study. The scenariosalso asked the subjects to imagine themsehes
making the decision, and the scenariosdescribed the motivation they were supposed to have.
Subjects did not object to this demand, but the next study doesnot mention motivesand asksthe

subjects to evaluation decisionsmade by someoneelse.

Study 2

The purposeof Study 2 wasto test three alternativ e explanations of the preferencefor the indirect
option. Each explanation assumeghat subjects perceived the two versionsdi®ererly in someway
that they seeasrelevant but not the sameasthe distinction betweendirect and indirect harm. We
testedthe alternativ esby askingthe subject whether descriptionscorresponding to ead explanation
apply di®erenially to the direct and indirect options. We alsoasked the subjects which descriptions
were reasonsfor their judgments. We also used the third personand remaoved all descriptions of

motivation. The alternativ e explanations were:

1. Intention. Part of the Doctrine of the Double E®ectis that direct harm is more intended. We
tried to cortrol intention in Study 1 by making the actor's motivesconstart, aswell asthe actor's

beliefs about expected consequences.Howewer, subjects may still seethe harm to the victim as
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more intended when the action is direct.

2. Impression managemen t (app earance) Direct action may look worsein the eyesof others.
For example, in the indirect option of the Mall Scenario,others may think that the actor did not
know someonewas behind him when he leapt aside. We know it, in judging him, but we may judge

him partly through appearances.

3. Probabilit y of harm. Despite the instructions, subjects may think that the direct option is
more likely to causeharm.

We also examined the role of action vs. omission. This is not an alternative explanation.
Rather, direct actions may be seenas more actionlike, and this may explain why they are seenas
morally worse. Spranca, Minsk, and Baron (1991), for example, found that harmful actions were
often judged to be morally worse than otherwise-equinalent harmful omissions. We explore this

issuefurther in Study 3.

Metho d

Fift y-four subjects (ages17{69, median age 34, 22% students, 69% females)completed a question-
naire on the World Wide Web for $3. Subjects found the site mostly through links on other web
pagesand through seard engines. Subjects who wished to be paid had to provide their name,
email address, address, and (for U.S. residerts) their Scocial Security Number. Seweral studies
(Birn baum, 1999, 2000; McGraw et al., 2000) nd little or no di®erencebetweenweb subjects and
other subjects.

After ead of eight scenarios,the subject indicated the preferred option and then answered v e
more questions,concerningintention, appearance,probability, action-omission,and a ched on the
manipulation of directness.

Two represertativ e scenariosare preseried below, with the questionsand responseoptions |
identical for all scenarios| given only after the rst. (In the actual questionnaire, ead response

option wasrepresened asa separatebutton that a subject could click to indicate his or her choice).
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The option we cournted as indirect is marked with a * (not in the questionnaire itself, nor was
\Moralit y question”). The dilemmas were preseried in a random order, randomized separately for
ead subject. The responseswere made with buttons, and the subject could not contin ue without

answering all questions. The subject had to chooseone button for ead question.

Scenario 1: Organ transplan t. X isin charge of a computer databasecortrolling the distribu-
tion of available organ transplants. The rst personin line for a ditcult-to-get liver transplant is
Mr. Y. Mr. Y wasan alcoholic, and his drinking ruined his liver. Y no longer drinks. The rules say
that past alcohol use should not be considered,but X still thinks that Y should not get priority,
so he decidesto break the rules and prevent Y from getting the next liver. He can do this in two
ways:

*A. X can raise everyone else'spriorit y scoreby 20 points.

B. X can lower Y's priority scoreby 20 points. In either case, X is sure that the database
program will rearrangethe list, moving Y to the end of it, and that nobody will nd out what he

has done.

[Morality question:] Which option is more wrong, morally?

A is much more wrong
A is a little more wrong
B is much more wrong
B is a little more wrong

Equal

Directness: Somethingis a direct causeof harm if the harm is part of the action itself. Which of

the following is more true about X's behavior leading to harm?

More direct in A, and that makes A more wrong than B.
More direct in A, but that doesnot make A more wrong than B.

More direct in B, and that makesB more wrong than A.
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More direct in B, but that doesnot make B more wrong than A.

Equally direct in A and B.

Intention: Which of the following is more true about X's behavior leading to harm?

More intentional in A, and that is why A is more wrong than B.
More intentional in A, but that doesnot make A more wrong than B.
More intentional in B, and that is why B is more wrong than A.
More intentional in B, but that doesnot make B more wrong than A.

Equally intentional in A and B.

Appearance: Which of the following is more true about how X's behavior appearsto others?

Appearsmore wrong in A, and that makesA more wrong than B.
Appearsmore wrong in A, but that doesnot make A more wrong than B.
Appearsmore wrong in B, and that makesB more wrong than A.
Appearsmore wrong in B, but that doesnot make B more wrong than A.

Appearsequally wrong (or not wrong) in A and B.

Action vs. omission: Which of the following is more true about X's behavior leadingto harm?

More from an action (vs. omission)in A, and that makesA more wrong than B.
More from an action in A, but that doesnot make A more wrong than B.

More from an action in B, and that makesB more wrong than A.

More from an action in B, but that doesnot make B more wrong than A.

Equally from an action in both A and B.

Probability: Which of the following is more true of X's behavior?

More likely to causeharm in A than in B.
More likely to causeharm in B than in A.

Equally likely to causeharm in A and B.

11
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(At this point, the instructions read\Y ou must answer all questions. You can changeyour mind

beforeyou click to go on.")

Scenario 2. Zoo. A zoo has been created to consene 200 speciesof wild animal that have
becomeextinct elsewhere. The zoo is now threatened with a parasitic diseasethat infects the
animals. X, the zookeeper, has two options:

A. Painlesslypoisonthe animalsin which the parasite reproduces,thus saving the other animals.
Five specieswill becomeextinct.

*B. Poison the parasites. The same poison will cause v e animal speciesto becomeextinct.
In both cases,X is surethat he will save most of the speciesand lose5. The v e lost are equally

valuable in the two cases.

Results and discussion

Subjects consideredthe direct option to be wrong more often. They judged the direct option more
immoral 26.2% of the time, and the indirect option 9.5% (t53 = 5:12, p = :0000, one tailed; across
the 8 casest; = 3:47, p = :0052,onetailed).

Table 1 shawnsthe proportions of responsesto ead question, and the correlation of ead question
with the morality question, over all casesand subjects (hence 8 x 54 obsenations). The morality
guestionwas coded as 1 whenthe direct action wasjudgedto beworse,j 1 whenthe indirect action
was judged worse, and 0 for \equal.” The other questionswere coded 1 for the predicted response
[e.g.,that the direct act wasmore of an action or led to the more probability outcome], 0 for \equal,"
and j 1 for aresponseopposite from that predicted. Questionsabout intent, etc. were divided into
two parts, according to whether the subject indicated that the property in question was a reason
for the moral judgment or not. The answer could court for only onepart. For example,a di®erence
in intent could not be both a reasonand "not a reason.” If subject chose\More intentional in A,
and that is why A is more wrong than B,” and if A was the direct action, then the responsewas

coded as favoring the hypothesisfor \In tent, reason," and neutral for \In tent, not a reason."



PREFERENCE FOR INDIRECT HARM 13

It is apparert that all questions correlated in the expected direction. (They also correlated
with ead other. All correlations in Table 1 above .092 are \signi cant" at p < :05, although the
correlations reported are preseried for descriptive purposesonly.)

--- Insert Table 1 about here. ---

Subjects did not always agreewith our judgments about which option was more direct. They
agreedwith us in 49.3% of all cases(including casesin which directnesswas a reasonfor moral
judgment and casesn which it wasnot) and disagreedin 9.5%. In subsequeh analyses,we consider
only those casesin which subjects agreedwith us about which option was more direct (the 49.3%).

The design of this study allowed us to ask whether the e®ectof directnesson moral judgment
could be explained in terms of intention, appearance,and probability of harm. To test this, we
discourted all responsesin which the subject indicated that the di®erencebetweenthe options in
intention, or appearancewere seenas reasonsfor a judgmert that one option waslessmoral, or in
which the subject indicated that the bad outcome had a di®eren probability. (That is, we assigned
these cases,71% of the total a response of \equally immoral,” whatever the subject said about
their relative immorality.) For example, we discourted responsesof \More intentional in A, and
that is why A is more wrong than B," or the reverse(A and B switched), but we did not discournt
responsesthat endedwith \but that doesnot make A more wrong than B," (or the reverse).

Subjects now judged the direct option more immoral 4.9% of the time, and the indirect option
0.9%. This is a stringent test, and the results weremuch reducedin magnitude, but the direct option
was still judged lessmoral, and the result was signi cant acrosssubjects (tso = 3:24, p = :0011,
onetailed) and scenariost; = 6:26, p = :0002).

In sum, the e®ectof directnesson moral judgment cannot be fully explained in terms of the
e®ectof directnesson judgments of appearance,probability, or intention that were thought to be
relevant to moral judgment. In this tightly cortrolled experiment, the e®ectis small, possibly
becausedirectness did a®ectthe perception of appearance, probability and intention, but also
possibly becausesubjects feel the needto justify their moral judgment in sewral ways, through a

kind of "b elief overkill" (Jervis, 1976).
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Study 3

Study 2 left open the question of whether the indirectnessbias is a manifestation of omissionbias.
Study 3 attempts to demonstrate both biasesin the samestudy. Each scenarioinvolvesa decision
with three options: an action leading to direct harm, an action leading to indirect harm, and an
omissionthat leadsto harm. Subjects comparedthe options two at a time. We hypothesizethat,
when the harm is equal, peoplewill prefer the options in this order. omission,indirect, direct. We
also expect that they will sometimesorder the options this way even when the magnitude of harm
leadsto the opposite ordering. Sud a result would imply that omissionbias exists for actions that

lead to indirect harm, but alsothat the bias is stronger when harm is direct.

Metho d

Sixty-nine subjects completed a questionnaire on the World Wide Web for $2 each. The subjects
were 70% female, 20% students, and their agesranged from 17 to 69 (median 34).

The questionnaire, titled \T ragic choices," began: \The following v e stories concernthe sorts
of events that occur rarely in human history, happily. But they illustrate moral questionsof more
generalinterest. The stories concernbad everts such as deaths. You get seven questions about
ead story. The rst three concernone option. The secondthree concern another option. The
last concernsboth options. Within ead group of three, you must be consisten. For example, you
cannot say that the options are equally attractiv e no matter how many deathsthey cause.But you
neednot try to be consistert betweenthe questionsabout the rst option and the second,or either
of these and the last question. The options are of di®eren types. Your answers may be di®eren
too."

There were v e items in total. One item read as follows, and the questionswere analogousfor

all the other items:

Scenariol: Sciertists planted a forest in order to presene endangeredspeciesof trees

and other plants. Most of the speciesin the forest are extinct everywhere else. The
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forest is now threatened by an infestation of insects. You are one of the scientists.
If nothing is done, 10 specieswill becomeextinct.

Supposethat all you can do is spray the forest with a chemical that will destroy the
plant speciesin which the insects make their nests, thus killing the insectsand saving

the other plants.

Question 1: Would you do this if this action would cut the number of speciesextinctions

in half? Yes No ‘I would be completely indi®erert ‘

Question 2: Would you do this if this action would lead to the samenumber of species

extinctions? Yes No| |1 would be completely indi®erert |

Question 3: Would you do this if this action would double the number of speciesex-

tinctions? Yes No ‘ I would be completely indi®erert ‘

Now supposethat all you can do is spray the forest with a chemical that will destroy

the insects. The samechemical will kill someof the plant species.

Question 4: Would you do this if this action would cut the number of speciesextinctions

in half? Yes No| |1 would be completely indi®erert |

Question 5: Would you do this if this action would lead to the samenumber of species

extinctions? Yes No| |1 would be completely indi®erert |

Question 6: Would you do this if this action would double the number of speciesex-

tinctions? Yes No| |1 would be completely indi®erert |

Now supposeyou have two options:

1. You can spray the forest with a chemical that will destroy the plant speciesin which

the insects make their nests,thus killing the insectsand saving the other plants.

2. You can spray the forest with a chemical that will destroy the insects. The same

chemical will kill someof the plant species.
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Question 7: Either option would cut the number of speciesextinctions in half. Which

would you choose? Option 1f|  |Option 2| [ would be completely indi®erert |

The subjects had to choose one of three response buttons after ead choice: \Y es," \No" (or
\Option 1," \Option 2") or \. ..completely indi®erert." Questions 1{3 were designedto measure
omissionbias for the rst option, which in this item is direct, 4{6, for the second(indirect) option.
Questions3 and 6 wereincluded, alongwith 1 and 4, sothat the group of questionsdid not bias the
subjects for or against action. Within the three questionsconcerningomissionbias, they subjects
were not allowed to respond more favorably when the outcome was worse, and the subjects could
not respond \indi®erent" more than once.

Question 7 pitted direct against indirect. Option 1 involvesdirect harm, becausethe species
are killed as a meansto the end of saving other species. Option 2 is indirect becausethe species
are killed as a byproduct.

We scoredthe responsesas 0 for indi®erert, 1 for the option that agreedwith our hypothesis,
and j 1 for the other option. That is, we assignedl when the responseto Questions 1{6 favored
omission, or when the responseto Question 7 favored the indirect option. Omission bias wasthus
the sum of the \no" responsesminus the sum of the \y es" responsesin ead group of three: 1{3
and 4{6. Recall that subjects were not allowed to expressindi®erencemore than once, nor to say
\y es" to an action with worse consequenceshan one to which they said \no." Thus, the absence
of bias toward action or omissionwould be \y es" to Question 1, "indi®erent" to Question 2, and
"no" to Question 3.

The v e items were preseried in random order. Two additional represenativ e items the fol-

lowing (\Direct" and \Indirect” labelsnot presened to the subjects):

1. You are a U.S. military basecommander. A missile has just been mistakenly red

from your baseat a commercial airliner. If nothing is done, 100 passengerswill die.

Indirect: You can alter the courseof the commercial airliner. The airliner will be safe,

but the missile will destroy another commercial airliner °ying right behind the airliner.
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Direct: you can alter the courseof another commercial airliner °ying nearby sothat it
is placed in the path of the missile. The rst airliner will be safe,but the missile will

destroy the airliner whosecourseyou change.

2. There is an outbreak of a strange infectious diseaseon an island in the South Paci c.
The diseasecausescerebral hemorrhage and death in children under the age of 12.
A child can carry the diseaseand passit on to others for months, but it cannot be
diagnoseduntil just beforeit becomesfatal, sothe preser carriers cannot be identi ed
and quarantined. Many children on the island are already infected and beyond help.
If nothing is done, many more children will becomeinfected and die. You are a public

health ozcial.

Indirect: Releasespecial immunizing fumes' into the air. This will causeimmunity in
all those who are not yet infected. Howewer, the fumeswill kill all of the children who

are already infected.

Direct: Releasespecial \lethal fumes" into the air. This will kill all of the children
who are already infected, cheding any further spreadof the diseaseand saving the still

uninfected children.

Results and discussion

Both hypotheseswere supported. We found omission bias when omission was pitted against the
direct option. The mean omission bias over all three questionswas .22 (where 1 would indicate
favoring omission on every question and 0 would indicate neutrality toward acts and omissions).
This was signi cant acrosssubjects (tgg = 5:77,p = :0000| in all cased tests were\paired") and
acrossthe v e scenarios(t4 = 3:06, p= :0377). The meanomissionbias for the indirect option was
0.07 (tgg = 2:09, p = :0407,acrosssubjects, t4, = 1:50, N.S., acrossscenarios).

Omission bias was greater for direct action than for indirect action (tgg = 5:17, p = :0000,

acrosssubjects; t4 = 3:51, p = :0247,acrossscenarios). Finally, subjects also shaved indirectness
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bias by favoring indirect action in the question that pitted the direct option against the indirect
option (mean of .15, where O represerts indi®erenceand 1 represerits favoring indirect action every
time; tgg = 5:10, p = :0000, acrosssubjects; t4 = 2:3227,p = :0809, acrossscenarios).

The measureof indirectness bias based on Question 7 was not signi cantly correlated with
the mean of omission bias acrosssubjects (r = :11). Howewer, this measureof indirectness bias
was correlated with the di®erencebetween omissionbias for direct actions minus that for indirect
actions (r = :44, tg7 = 3:98, p = :0002). Looking at this another way, the correlation between
indirectnessbias and direct omissionbias was .27 (p = :0272), while that betweenindirectnessbias
and indirect omission bias was j :10 (N.S.). (The correlation betweenindirect omission bias and
direct omissionbias was .64.)

We could summarizethe results by saying that omissionbias for indirect actions is very small.
Omission bias exists largely for direct actions. It is apparently the dislike of causing harm through
direct action that seems to account for the indir ectness bias and for most of the omission bias

Individual di®erencesn this dislike accourt for individual di®erencesn both biases.

General discussion

We found evidencefor a new bias in judgment, a tendency to favor indirectly harmful options
over directly harmful options. Studies 1 and 2 showed this bias when consequencesvere the same.
Study 3 showed that omissionbias exists largely for direct actions.

Perhaps,the indirect biasis entirely for direct actions, sinceeven the slight evidencefor indirect
omission bias may be accouried for by the fact that that someof our putativ e casesof indirect
action incorporate elemens of direct harm. For example, some unintended side e®ects(as the
anticipated dying of the infected children, the inevitable byproduct of releasingthe \imm unizing
fumes" in the \infectious disease"scenario) may be seenas directly causedharm. Paossibly, both
\omission bias" and indirect harm bias" are reducible to a single preferencetoward not causing

harm through direct action, with individual di®erencesn this preferenceaccourting for individual
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di®erencedn both biases.

How can we explain this preference?One possible explanation of most of our results depends
on the distinction betweenharm asa mediator and harm asa side e®ect. In the direct option of the
\infectious disease"scenario,for example, the act (releasingthe \lethal fumes") causesharm, and
the harm, in turn causesthe desired outcome (the fumesKkill the sick children, thereby cheding
further spread of the disease). In the indirect option of the samescenario,the act (releasing the
\imm unizing fumes") causesboth the desired outcome (cheds further spread of the disease)and
the harm (killing the sick children asa side e®ect),but the harm is not instrumental to the desired
outcome.

In the rst (direct) case,it is ditcult to imagine getting rid of the harm and keepingthe desired
outcome. In the caseof side e®ects,we can easily imagine getting rid of the harm and preserving
the causallink from the act to the desiredoutcome. Although we canimagineit, the situation does
now allow it. Becauseit is imaginable, though, the harm is lessa part of the act, and therefor less
connectedwith the decisionto act. (Notice that this is a psydological distinction, a matter of how
we perceiwe things rather than a matter of how they are. For example,in Bennett's caseof abortion
vs. hysterectormy to save the mother, we must think of the death of the fetus asa bad event in the
abortion, for it is necessaryand part of the cure. But in hysterectomy, we must imagine that the
uterus could be removed but the fetus somehav put badk and allowed to grow. Still, this may be
how we think of it, even though this is impossible.

Of course,there is an alternate accourt. In light of widespreadinhibitions againstintraspeci ¢
aggressionamong various animal species(Lorenz, 1967; Fiennes, 1976, Midgley 1995), we may
posit a) that humans have ewlved a repertoire of speci ¢ aggression-inhibitory mechanismswhose
activation producesa senseof \moral wrongness";b) that this repertoire is activated by a variety of
speci ¢ cues,c) that one sudch a cueis the perception of acting directly and in an injurious fashion
upon the body of a conspeci ¢ (such a mode of inhibition would, presumably, sere us quite well
in the technologically pristine ervironment of the Pleistocene,i.e., in an ernvironment dewoid of

medanical weapons, where harming another personis virtually synonymous with causing direct
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damageto another's °esh) and d) that our capacity for symbolic thought allows us to processa
situation in which another's body is not the direct object of our action (in the databasescenario,a
person'sname sernesasa standin for the personherself) asonein which the inhibitory mecanism
acts as if it were such an object. On this view, the harm through omissionand causally indirect
harm both work to palliate the senseof moral wrongnesshy allowing usto ensurethe production of
harm without requiring usto operate directly on the harmed personor her symbolic represenation
(e.g., the person'sname). And this may be the common, even if implicit, psydological signi cance
of the two typesof indirect harm to the experimental participant. Further work is neededto test
this possibility.

The indirectnessbiasis similar to the status-quo bias or endovment e®ect(Kahneman, Knetsch,
& Thaler, 1990;Sanmuelson& Zedkhauser,1988), and to omissionbias. Thesee®ectscan be seenas
resulting from lay deortological principles, that is, principles that favor one option over another, on
the basisof generalproperties of actions, even when the consequenceare the same. More generally,
all of these biasesmay result from over-application of heuristic principles that are reasonablein
many situations. Peoplemay overapply these principles becausethey forget, or never understood,
the relation between the principles and their underlying purpose of doing good and preventing
harm (Baron, 1994).

These principles expressthemseles in the historical developmert of public morality, so each
person'sadherenceto them is, we suspect, partly aresult of cultural transmission. It seemaunlikely,
though, that cultural transmission is their only source. More likely they originate in individual
attempts to generalizevery basic moral injunctions to a broader classof cases.When parents scold
a child for a harmful act such as hitting a sibling, the child may not seethe wrongnessof the act
as just a matter of choosing an option that causesharm. Rather, the child may focus on other
properties of the choice made, such asits activeness,the fact that it is a change from the status
guo (since the sibling was not in pain before), and the fact that it is direct.

We should note that our results are limited to one kind of task, in which the subjects make

explicit comparisonsof hypothetical casespresenied side by side. We did not look at choiceswith
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real consequences.Howewer, the fact that indirectness seemsrelevant to written laws and rules
(such asthe caseof Catholic hospitals described in the introduction) suggestsit would in°uence
real consequences.

We alsodid not comparedirect and indirect options preseried at di®eren times or to di®erert
subjects. Our results therefore concernpeople'sexplicit views of how they ought to make judgments
rather than how they would in fact make judgments about casespreseried one at a time. Choices
in which indirect and direct options are part of the same choice set are quite rare (the hospital
example being one of the few we know). Our results are thus most relevant to questions about
explicit policy formulation. Usually, though, when people shav explicit e®ectssuch as those we
have found, they also show similar e®ectsvhen preserted with oneoption at a time (although sud
e®ectsmay be more dizcult to detect becauseof increasedvariabilit y).

A number of further questions can and should be asked in regard to the reported ndings.
Thesemay include the following: Is the indirectnessbias found when options are preserned one at
a time? Would it hold when the consequences not harmful? Would it reversefor bene t? Would
it be found if the harm is fully justi ed (rather than unfortunate and unavoidable), asin the caseof
punishment? Would the ndings hold for children and for peopleraisedin very di®eren cultures?

Also, insofar as the indirectness bias seemssimilar to the omission bias, we may ask if it is
mediated by similar processes. There is evidencethat regret, at least short term regret (e.g.,
Zeelerberg, Beattie, van der Plight, & de Vries, 1996), is greater for actions than inactions (e.g.,
Baron & Ritov, 1994), and, insofar as people'sdecisionsseemto be informed by the avoidance of
anticipated regret (Zeelerberg, et al., 1996), people'spreferencefor omissionsover equally harmful
commissionsmay be motivated by the greater anticipated potency of action regret (Baron & Ritov,
1994, Ritov & Baron, 1990). Although we know of no empirical evidenceor argumert suggesting
that indirectly harmful actions (including those with clearly malewlent intentions) are lessregret-
table than (equally malewolent) directly harmful actions, we believe this to be a fruitful topic for

future researdt.
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Our results have implications for other issues. One of theseis the debate over the distinction
betweenkilling and letting die, as expressedin the cortroversy over active euthanasia (Steinbock,
1995). Philosophical and legal discussionsof sud issuesoften make useof hypothetical scenariosof
the sort we have used (e.g., Bennett, 1966; Davis, 1995; Trammel, 1995). Someof these scenarios
involve killing or harming one personin order to save or prevent harm to others. For example,
considerthe following two cases:

1. A: We have only v e grains of a scarcemedicine. We can useit to save v e people,ead of
whom needsonly a one grain dose,thereby allowing the death of one personwho needsa v e grain
dose.

B: We can save v e peopleif [and only if] we kill a sixth personand make a medicine out of his
body (adopted from Davis, 1995).

2. A: There is a runaway train headedin the direction of one personpreserly walking on the
tracks. There are also 5 other peopleon a bridge above the tracks. By throwing a switch you can
causethe train \to jump onto tracks on the bridge", thus, saving one personbelow but killing the
v eon the bridge tracks.

B: Everything is the same,exceptthat now you nd yourself standing on a bridge \w atching a
trolley hurtling" toward 5 innocent people,and there is an incredibly fat man standing right next
to you. By pushing the man onto the tracks below you can impede the further progressof the
trolley, thus, saving 5 innocent people (adopted from Petrinovich & O'Neill, 1995).

We can seethat in both of these classickilling/letting die scenarios\the killing" option (part
B) requiresus to treat a victim as a mere meansas a walking supply of lifesaving chemicalsin B
of 1 or, asa roadblocking devicein B of 2. It is this requiremert that, one can argue, cortributes
greatly to our possibly seeingthe commissionin part B of all of the above scenariosas more morally
problematic than the omissionsin part A.

If we are correct that indirectnessbias cortributes to theseintuitiv e judgments, then moral and
legal discussionmust addressthe moral and legal relevanceof indirectness. Utilitarian philosophers,

of course,would nd it irrelevant in itself, for they are concernedonly with expected consequences.
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A secondissueis the harnessingof our preferencefor indirect harm in the service of mass
evil. Milgram (1974) was plainly aware of the possibility that most people nd it morally easierto
in°ict harm indirectly than directly and held it to be one of the major reasonsfor the scrupulous
division of labor found in many a modern bureaucracy: \It is typical of modern bureaucracy even
whenit is usedfor destructive purposes,that most peopleinvolved in its organization do not carry
out any destructive actions. They shu2e papers or load ammunition or perform someother act
which, though it corntributes to the nal destructive e®ect,is remote from it in the eyesand mind
of the functionary" (p.121). These considerationsled Milgram (1974) to predict that \Any force
that is placed betweenthe subject and the consequence®f shocking the victim, any factor that
will create distance betweenthe subject and the victim, will lead to a reduction of strain on the
participant and thus lessendisobedience"” (p.121). To test this prediction, Milgram carried out a
version of his basic obedienceprocedurein which \the act of shacking was removed from the nave
subject and placed in the hands of another participant (a confederate),” with the nafve subject
passingthe information from another location. This manipulation resultedin a substartial increase
in obediencecomparedto the basic condition where the subject himself was depressingthe lever
(Milgram, 1974,Experiment 18).

Although both Milgram's procedure and his explanation for its real-world analog confound
indirect bias proper with proximity, we concedehis fundamertal point that our greater moral
tolerance toward the in°iction of indirect harm can be utilized in the serviceof massevil.

A third issueis deterrencein general,and capital punishmert in particular. Deterrencecan be
seenasharming onepersonin order to prevent harm to others. The criminal is punishedin order to
deter other potential wrongdoers. Sud is the utilitarian accourt of punishmert. But people may
resist this understanding becauseit is the result of direct harm in order to bring about a good end.
The aversion to the idea of direct harm may causepeopleto re-frame punishment as retribution,
the restoration of balancerather than a harm committed for a bene cial end.

In using a personas a deterrence-olject, in capital punishmert, oneis essetially reducing him

or her to the level of a special device that the Law and the State may wield in their campaign
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of homicide preverntion. Consequetly, the concept of capital punishmert merely as a form of
\retributiv e justice" may be more appealing (Rachels, 1986) not so much becauseof people's
inherent lust for revenge,but because,unlike the utilitarian justi cation of executions,it doesn't
demandthe violation of the intuitiv e injunction againstinstrumental harm in its most basal form.
Finally, our admissions scenario suggestsan interpretation of the debate between those for

and against azrmativ e action, or provision of free care to the poor by hospitals, or anything that

involvesproviding a bene t to someonewhen the total amourt of bene ts is limited. In thesecases,
provision of the bene't to one personmeansdenying it to someoneelse. Those favoring the extra
benet may seethe harm to others asindirect, hencenot so bad. Someof those who opposethe
bene t may think in terms of consequenceslone, pointing out that the limitation on total bene ts
due to special treatment would have the same e®ectas a direct denial to whoever would get the

benet in place of the persongiven special treatment.
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Table 1.

27

Proportions of responsesto ead question, accordingto whether or not it was cited as a reasonfor

a moral judgment (except for probability), and its correlation with the morality question acrossall

obsenations.

Question: Predicted Opposite Correlation

Probability .120 .049 467

Intent reason .150 .035 .649
not a reason 174 .051 .099

Appearance reason 157 .032 .609
not a reason 271 .063 157

Omission reason .160 .028 .553
not a reason 222 .065 .092

Directness reason .169 .039 .698
not a reason 324 .056 .012




