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Abstract

We presented subjects with pairs of hypothetical scenarios. The action in each scenario

harmed somepeople in 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®erencesin 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 bias in judgment, a tendency to favor indirectly harmful options over directly

harmful alternativ es, irrespective of the associated outcomes, intentions, or self-presentational

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 rangeof social issues,including the distinction betweenpassive

and active euthanasia, legal deterrence,and the rhetoric of a±rmativ e action.
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Judgments about decisionsoften favor options that lead to worse consequencesthan the al-

ternativ es. In the endowment e®ect,people are unwilling to give up their endowment 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 (Rito v & Baron, 1990;Spranca,Minsk, & Baron, 1991).

Many preferencereversalsshow that somemeansof eliciting choicesmust lead to nonoptimal out-

comes, i.e., outcomesthat the decision maker herself would ¯nd lessdesirable than the available

alternativ es(e.g., Hseeet al., 1999).

Such judgments seemto result from the application of intuitiv e principles of judgment, such

as \avoid losses"or \do no harm (through action)." When decisionmakers follow such principles,

nonoptimal outcomes result, so long as no other factors compensate for the biases in 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.

Judgments that always favor the bestoutcomearenot asinformativ e, becausethey canbeexplained

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 so as to produce better outcomes. (Of course,such suggestionsneedto

be examined: explicit attempts to produce the best consequencesare sometimesselfdefeating,and

reliance on intuitiv e judgments may produce better results in somesituations.)

These arguments do not distinguish between moral and nonmoral judgments. Biasesagainst

producing the best consequencesare found in moral judgments as well as in nonmoral ones(Rito v

& Baron, 1990; Baron, 1994, 1995), and the distinction between moral and nonmoral judgments

may be slippery. In the present 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 preferenceslead to more harm than would otherwise occur,

philosophical questionsabout the justi¯cation for this preferencebecomemore pointed.
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Omission bias, for example,seemsto lead to worseconsequenceswhen it plays out in individual

and policy decisions(Rito v & 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 (Rito v 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

deaths from 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 opponent (Ivan). The scenario went on to

say that, as John and Ivan sat down for dinner the night before the ¯nal, John (knowing that

Ivan was allergic to cayennepepper) decidedto recommendIvan 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 makes the recommendationas planned. In the alternativ e

(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 madethe recommendationthan

when he \allo wed" Ivan to choosethe dressinghimself.

Our concern here is with the preferencefor indir ect harm over direct harm, when the conse-

quencesare the same(or even when they are worsefor indirect harm). By \direct," we mean that

the harm is perceived as part of the action, di±cult to separatefrom the action without rede¯ning

what the action is. For example, if Jill pushesJack o®the top of the hill, that is a direct causeof

Jack'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 indir ect 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 as to 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 Jack werenot leaning on the fence(so that no harm would cometo him from this act). It is

more di±cult (but not impossible)to imagine circumstancesunder which Jack would be unharmed

in the caseof the ¯rst action \pushing Jack 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 decisionmaker's choice, are salient, such as the fact that Jack was leaning

on an unreliable fence. Furthermore, both direct harm and indirect harm are clearly distinct from

\harm through omission," which, returning to the Jack-and-Jill scenario,would take place if Jill,

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

to prevent the fall.

A preferencefor indirect harm over direct harm can make consequencesworse. 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 hysterectomy (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 cases,the idea

of harming someonedirectly to help others is invoked as a reason for moral restraint, as in the

treatment of human subjects in research. The principle of informed consent is often justi¯ed as a

way of making sure that subjects are not treated as meansand harmed directly in order to help

others.

Historically, opposition to direct harm (as opposed to indirect harm) may be traced to the

doctrine of the double e®ectin Catholic moral theory, attributed to Thomas Aquinas (1947,2 I I I I,

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, since this is accidental . . . . 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's intention is to save one's own life, is not unlawful,

seeingthat it is natural to everything to keep itself in `being,' as far 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 accidental harm, on

the onehand, and direct harm that is a meansto an end is 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 least in part, from the agent'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 contribute 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 so that 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 been the sourceof much speculation. Becauseit contains the word

\only ," it is fully consistent with the view that thoseusedasmeansmust alsobe consideredaspart

of the overall accounting. 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 count 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 peopleas means

at all: useof peopleas meanssuggestsharming them directly for the bene¯t of others.

We show here that peoplefavor indirect over direct harm, just as they favor harmful omissions

over harmful acts. We usehypothetical scenarios,similar to those usedto study omissionbias, to

attain maximum control over the stimuli. In the third experiment, we ¯nd both indirectness and

omissionbiasesin the samesubjects. In the discussionsection,wespeculateabout the psychological
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basis and the link between direct and indirect harm and omission, and draw the implications of

the indirect bias for a range of social issues,including the distinction between passive and active

euthanasia, legal deterrence,and the rhetoric of a±rmativ e action

Study 1

We report heresomeresults from an initial study of two scenarios,which is inconclusive but which

illustrates the basice®ect.This study presented eight scenariosto di®erent subjects. Each scenario

contrasted direct and indirect harm and asked the subjects for a preferenceand a justi¯cation.

Consequenceswere equatedbetweenthe two typesof harm. Small sampleswere su±cient to show

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

Metho d

All the subjects (176 in total) were undergraduate students at the University of Pennsylvania,

solicited thorough advertisements at various campus locations. Every subject was paid $5 for

his/her participation.

Each subject read a basic scenariofollowed by two di®erent endings, each 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 was an 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 endingswascounterbalancedacross

subjects. The experimenter (E.R.) was available to answer questions.

The numbers of subjects varied from 20 to 40 for di®erent scenarios. The Airplane scenario

(below) had 24, and the Mall had 20.

The Airplane scenario(much longer in its written form) asked the subject to take the role of a

\senior o±cer at an U.S. military basefacing a major emergencysituation. A missile has just 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 passengers,including women and children." The direct action was to \alter the courseof

the private jet °ying nearby so that it is placed in the path of the missile. In this casethe missile

will collide with the jet beforeit can do any harm to the aircraft. (The jet, however, will be utterly

destroyed)." The indirect action was to fool the missile's tracking device \b y altering the course

of the civilian aircraft so that it is positioned directly behind the private jet," in which case\the

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

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

In the Mall scenario, the subject takes the role of walking through a crowded mall, when he

noticesthat someoneis 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 makes it

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 less than 1% (one response out of 226)

favored direct harm. Each scenarioshowed 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 consequenceswereany di®erent 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 issue was obvious or that the consequences

were the same. Justi¯cations were similar in all the other scenarios.

The scenarioshad several problems. Somewere unrealistic. This may have made subjects try

to think of whether the consequenceswere equally probable for the two options being compared.

Subjects' justi¯cations for the judgments did not mention such di®erential probabilit y, but we ask

about it explicitly in the next study. The scenariosalso asked the subjects to imagine themselves

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 was to test three alternativ e explanations of the preferencefor the indirect

option. Each explanation assumesthat subjects perceived the two versionsdi®erently in someway

that they seeas relevant but not the sameas the distinction betweendirect and indirect harm. We

tested the alternativ esby askingthe subject whether descriptionscorresponding to each explanation

apply di®erentially to the direct and indirect options. We alsoasked the subjects which descriptions

were reasonsfor their judgments. We also used the third person and removed all descriptions of

motivation. The alternativ e explanations were:

1. In ten tion. Part of the Doctrine of the Double E®ectis that direct harm is more intended. We

tried to control intention in Study 1 by making the actor's motivesconstant, as well as the actor's

beliefs about expected consequences.However, 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 someonewasbehind 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 alternativ e 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-equivalent harmful omissions. We explore this

issuefurther in Study 3.

Metho d

Fift y-four subjects (ages17{69, median age34, 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 search engines. Subjects who wished to be paid had to provide their name,

email address, address, and (for U.S. residents) their Social Security Number. Several studies

(Birn baum, 1999,2000;McGraw et al., 2000) ¯nd little or no di®erencebetweenweb subjects and

other subjects.

After each of eight scenarios,the subject indicated the preferred option and then answered ¯v e

more questions,concerningintention, appearance,probabilit y, action-omission,and a check on the

manipulation of directness.

Two representativ e scenariosare presented below, with the questionsand responseoptions |

identical for all scenarios| given only after the ¯rst. (In the actual questionnaire, each response

option wasrepresented asa separatebutton that a subject could click to indicate his or her choice).
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The option we counted as indirect is marked with a * (not in the questionnaire itself, nor was

\Moralit y question"). The dilemmas were presented in a random order, randomized separately for

each subject. The responseswere made with buttons, and the subject could not continue without

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

Scenario 1: Organ transplan t. X is in chargeof a computer databasecontrolling the distribu-

tion of available organ transplants. The ¯rst person in line for a di±cult-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 priorit y,

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 priorit y score by 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.

[Moralit y 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: Something is 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 makesA 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 appears to 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 leading to 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.

Probabilit y: 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.
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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: Zo o. A zoo has been created to conserve 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 animals in which the parasite reproduces,thussaving the other animals.

Five specieswill becomeextinct.

*B. Poison the parasites. The samepoison will cause¯v e animal speciesto becomeextinct.

In both cases,X is sure that 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 cases,t7 = 3:47, p = :0052,one tailed).

Table1 shows the proportions of responsesto each question,and the correlation of each question

with the moralit y question, over all casesand subjects (hence8 x 54 observations). The moralit y

questionwascoded as1 when the direct action wasjudged to be worse,¡ 1 when the indirect action

was judged worse,and 0 for \equal." The other questionswere coded 1 for the predicted response

[e.g.,that the direct act wasmoreof an action or led to the moreprobabilit y outcome],0 for \equal,"

and ¡ 1 for a responseopposite from that predicted. Questionsabout intent, etc. weredivided 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 count 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 hypothesis for \In tent, reason," and neutral for \In tent, not a reason."



PREFERENCE FOR INDIRECT HARM 13

It is apparent that all questions correlated in the expected direction. (They also correlated

with each other. All correlations in Table 1 above .092 are \signi¯can t" at p < :05, although the

correlations reported are presented 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 reason for moral

judgment and casesin which it wasnot) and disagreedin 9.5%. In subsequent analyses,we consider

only thosecasesin which subjects agreedwith us about which option wasmore direct (the 49.3%).

The designof this study allowed us to ask whether the e®ectof directnesson moral judgment

could be explained in terms of intention, appearance,and probabilit y of harm. To test this, we

discounted all responsesin which the subject indicated that the di®erencebetween the options in

intention, or appearancewere seenas reasonsfor a judgment that one option was lessmoral, or in

which the subject indicated that the bad outcomehad a di®erent probabilit y. (That is, we assigned

these cases,71% of the total a response of \equally immoral," whatever the subject said about

their relative immoralit y.) For example, we discounted 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 discount

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 resultsweremuch reducedin magnitude, but the direct option

was still judged lessmoral, and the result was signi¯cant acrosssubjects (t50 = 3:24, p = :0011,

one tailed) and scenariost7 = 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,probabilit y, or intention that were thought to be

relevant to moral judgment. In this tightly controlled experiment, the e®ect is small, possibly

becausedirectness did a®ect the perception of appearance, probabilit y and intention, but also

possibly becausesubjects feel the needto justify their moral judgment in several 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

omission that leads to 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. Such a result would imply that omissionbias exists for actions that

lead to indirect harm, but also that 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

general interest. The stories concern bad events such as deaths. You get seven questions about

each story. The ¯rst three concern one option. The secondthree concern another option. The

last concernsboth options. Within each group of three, you must be consistent. For example,you

cannot say that the options are equally attractiv e no matter how many deaths they cause.But you

neednot try to be consistent betweenthe questionsabout the ¯rst option and the second,or either

of these and the last question. The options are of di®erent types. Your answers may be di®erent

too."

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

all the other items:

Scenario1: Scientists planted a forest in order to preserve 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 insects and 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®erent

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

extinctions? Yes No I would be completely indi®erent

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

tinctions? Yes No I would be completely indi®erent

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 I would be completely indi®erent

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

extinctions? Yes No I would be completely indi®erent

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

tinctions? Yes No I would be completely indi®erent

Now supposeyou have two options:

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

the insectsmake 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 I would be completely indi®erent

The subjects had to chooseone of three responsebuttons after each choice: \Y es," \No" (or

\Option 1," \Option 2") or \. . . completely indi®erent." 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, along with 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 involves direct 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®erent, 1 for the option that agreedwith our hypothesis,

and ¡ 1 for the other option. That is, we assigned1 when the responseto Questions 1{6 favored

omission,or when the responseto Question 7 favored the indirect option. Omission bias was thus

the sum of the \no" responsesminus the sum of the \y es" responsesin each 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 worseconsequencesthan one to which they said \no." Thus, the absence

of bias toward action or omission would be \y es" to Question 1, "indi®erent" to Question 2, and

"no" to Question 3.

The ¯v e items were presented in random order. Two additional representativ e items the fol-

lowing (\Direct" and \Indirect" labels not presented 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 so that 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 pass it on to others for months, but it cannot be

diagnoseduntil just before it becomesfatal, so the present 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 o±cial.

Indirect: Releasespecial 'immunizing fumes' into the air. This will causeimmunit y in

all those who are not yet infected. However, the fumes will 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, checking 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 questions was .22 (where 1 would indicate

favoring omission on every question and 0 would indicate neutralit y toward acts and omissions).

This was signi¯cant acrosssubjects (t68 = 5:77, p = :0000| in all casest tests were \paired") and

acrossthe ¯v e scenarios(t4 = 3:06, p = :0377). The meanomissionbias for the indirect option was

0.07 (t68 = 2:09, p = :0407,acrosssubjects, t4 = 1:50, N.S., acrossscenarios).

Omission bias was greater for direct action than for indirect action (t68 = 5:17, p = :0000,

acrosssubjects; t4 = 3:51, p = :0247,acrossscenarios). Finally, subjects also showed 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 0 represents indi®erenceand 1 represents favoring indirect action every

time; t68 = 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). However, this measureof indirectness bias

was correlated with the di®erencebetweenomissionbias for direct actions minus that for indirect

actions (r = :44, t67 = 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 ¡ :10 (N.S.). (The correlation between indirect 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®erencesin this dislike account for individual di®erencesin both biases.

General discussion

We found evidence for a new bias in judgment, a tendency to favor indirectly harmful options

over directly harmful options. Studies 1 and 2 showed this bias when consequenceswere the same.

Study 3 showed that omissionbias exists largely for direct actions.

Perhaps,the indirect bias is entirely for direct actions, sinceeven the slight evidencefor indirect

omission bias may be accounted for by the fact that that someof our putativ e casesof indirect

action incorporate elements 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. Possibly, both

\omission bias" and indirect harm bias" are reducible to a single preferencetoward not causing

harm through direct action, with individual di®erencesin this preferenceaccounting for individual



PREFERENCE FOR INDIRECT HARM 19

di®erencesin both biases.

How can we explain this preference?One possibleexplanation of most of our results depends

on the distinction betweenharm asa mediator and harm asa sidee®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 fumes kill the sick children, thereby checking

further spread of the disease). In the indirect option of the samescenario, the act (releasing the

\imm unizing fumes") causesboth the desired outcome (checks further spread of the disease)and

the harm (killing the sick children as a side e®ect),but the harm is not instrumental to the desired

outcome.

In the ¯rst (direct) case,it is di±cult 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 can imagine it, 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 psychological distinction, a matter of how

we perceive things rather than a matter of how they are. For example,in Bennett's caseof abortion

vs. hysterectomy to save the mother, we must think of the death of the fetus as a 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 somehow put back and allowed to grow. Still, this may be

how we think of it, even though this is impossible.

Of course,there is an alternate account. In light of widespreadinhibitions against intraspeci¯c

aggressionamong various animal species(Lorenz, 1967; Fiennes, 1976, Midgley 1995), we may

posit a) that humans have evolved a repertoire of speci¯c aggression-inhibitory mechanismswhose

activation producesa senseof \moral wrongness";b) that this repertoire is activated by a variety of

speci¯c cues,c) that one such a cue is the perception of acting directly and in an injurious fashion

upon the body of a conspeci¯c (such a mode of inhibition would, presumably, serve us quite well

in the technologically pristine environment of the Pleistocene, i.e., in an environment devoid of

mechanical weapons, where harming another person is 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'snameservesas a standin for the personherself) as one in which the inhibitory mechanism

acts as if it were such an object. On this view, the harm through omission and causally indirect

harm both work to palliate the senseof moral wrongnessby allowing us to ensurethe production of

harm without requiring us to operate directly on the harmed personor her symbolic representation

(e.g., the person'sname). And this may be the common,even if implicit, psychological signi¯cance

of the two typesof indirect harm to the experimental participant. Further work is neededto test

this possibility.

The indirectnessbias is similar to the status-quobias or endowment e®ect(Kahneman, Knetsch,

& Thaler, 1990;Samuelson& Zeckhauser,1988),and to omissionbias. Thesee®ectscan be seenas

resulting from lay deontological principles, that is, principles that favor oneoption over another, on

the basisof generalproperties of actions, even when the consequencesare the same. More generally,

all of these biasesmay result from over-application of heuristic principles that are reasonablein

many situations. Peoplemay overapply theseprinciples becausethey forget, or never understood,

the relation between the principles and their underlying purpose of doing good and preventing

harm (Baron, 1994).

These principles expressthemselves in the historical development of public moralit y, so each

person'sadherenceto them is, wesuspect, partly a result of cultural transmission. It seemsunlikely,

though, that cultural transmission is their only source. More likely they originate in individual

attempts to generalizevery basicmoral 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 as its activeness,the fact that it is a change from the status

quo (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 casespresented side by side. We did not look at choiceswith
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real consequences.However, the fact that indirectness seemsrelevant to written laws and rules

(such as the caseof Catholic hospitals described in the intro duction) suggestsit would in°uence

real consequences.

We also did not comparedirect and indirect options presented at di®erent times or to di®erent

subjects. Our results thereforeconcernpeople'sexplicit viewsof how they ought to make judgments

rather than how they would in fact make judgments about casespresented one at a time. Choices

in which indirect and direct options are part of the samechoice 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 show explicit e®ectssuch as those we

have found, they alsoshow similar e®ectswhen presented with oneoption at a time (although such

e®ectsmay be more di±cult 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 presented one at

a time? Would it hold when the consequenceis not harmful? Would it reversefor bene¯t? Would

it be found if the harm is fully justi¯ed (rather than unfortunate and unavoidable), as in the caseof

punishment? Would the ¯ndings hold for children and for peopleraised in very di®erent cultures?

Also, insofar as the indirectness bias seemssimilar to the omission bias, we may ask if it is

mediated by similar processes. There is evidence that regret, at least short term regret (e.g.,

Zeelenberg, 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 avoidanceof

anticipated regret (Zeelenberg, 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 argument suggesting

that indirectly harmful actions (including those with clearly malevolent intentions) are lessregret-

table than (equally malevolent) directly harmful actions, we believe this to be a fruitful topic for

future research.
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Our results have implications for other issues. One of these is the debate over the distinction

betweenkilling and letting die, as expressedin the controversy over active euthanasia(Steinbock,

1995). Philosophical and legal discussionsof such issuesoften make useof hypothetical scenariosof

the sort we have used(e.g., Bennett, 1966;Davis, 1995;Trammel, 1995). Someof thesescenarios

involve killing or harming one person in order to save or prevent harm to others. For example,

consider the following two cases:

1. A: We have only ¯v e grains of a scarcemedicine. We can use it to save ¯v e people,each of

whom needsonly a onegrain dose,thereby allowing the death of onepersonwho needsa ¯v e grain

dose.

B: We can save ¯v e peopleif [and only if ] we kill a sixth personand make a medicineout of his

body (adopted from Davis, 1995).

2. A: There is a runaway train headedin the direction of one personpresently 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 e on the bridge tracks.

B: Everything is the same,except that 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) requires us to treat a victim as a mere meansas a walking supply of lifesaving chemicals in B

of 1 or, as a roadblocking device in B of 2. It is this requirement that, one can argue, contributes

greatly to our possiblyseeingthe commissionin part B of all of the above scenariosasmore morally

problematic than the omissionsin part A.

If we are correct that indirectnessbias contributes 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 expectedconsequences.
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A second issue is 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

when it 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 contributes 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 \An y force

that is placed between the subject and the consequencesof shocking the victim, any factor that

will create distance between the 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 shocking was removed from the nave

subject and placed in the hands of another participant (a confederate)," with the naÄive subject

passingthe information from another location. This manipulation resulted in a substantial increase

in obediencecompared to 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 proximit y, we concedehis fundamental 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 punishment in particular. Deterrencecan be

seenasharming onepersonin order to prevent harm to others. The criminal is punishedin order to

deter other potential wrongdoers. Such is the utilitarian account of punishment. But peoplemay

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 causepeople to re-frame punishment as retribution,

the restoration of balancerather than a harm committed for a bene¯cial end.

In using a personas a deterrence-object, in capital punishment, one is essentially 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 prevention. Consequently , the concept of capital punishment 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

demand the violation of the intuitiv e injunction against instrumental harm in its most basal form.

Finally, our admissions scenario suggestsan interpretation of the debate between those for

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

involvesproviding a bene¯t to someonewhen the total amount of bene¯ts is limited. In thesecases,

provision of the bene¯t to one personmeansdenying it to someoneelse. Those favoring the extra

bene¯t may seethe harm to others as indirect, hencenot so bad. Someof those who opposethe

bene¯t may think in terms of consequencesalone,pointing out that the limitation on total bene¯ts

due to special treatment would have the samee®ectas a direct denial to whoever would get the

bene¯t in place of the persongiven special treatment.



PREFERENCE FOR INDIRECT HARM 25

References

American Psychological Association. (1992). Ethical principles of psychologists and code of con-

duct. American Psychologist, 47, 15971611.

Aquinas, Thomas (1947). SummaTheologica. (Translated by the Fathers of the English Dominican

Province.) Benziger Brothers. Inc.(http://www.new advent.org/summa/)

Baron, J. (1994). Nonconsequentialist decisions(with commentary and reply). Behavioral and

Brain Sciences, 17, 142.

Baron, J. (1995). Blind justice: Fairness to groups and the donoharm principle. Journal of Be-

havioral Decision Making, 8, 7183.

Baron, J. (1998). Judgment misguided: Intuition and error in public decision making. New York:

Oxford University Press.

Baron, J., & Ritov, I. (1994). Referencepoints and omission bias. Organizational Behavior and

Human Decision Processes,59, 475498.

Bennett, J. (1966). Whatever the consequences.Analysis, 26, 83102.

Bennett, J. (1995). The act itself . Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Birnbaum, M. H. (1999). Testing critical properties of decision making on the Internet. Psycho-

logical Science, 10, 399{407.

Birnbaum, M. H. (Ed.) (2000). Psychological Experiments on the Internet . New York: Academic

Press.

Davis, N. A. (1995). The priorit y of avoiding harm. In B. Steinbock & A. Norcross(Eds.), Kil ling

and Letting Die. (2nd Ed.), 301302.New York: Fordham University Press.

Foot, P. (1978). The problem of abortion and the doctrine of the double e®ect. In P. Foot, Virtues

and vices and other essaysin moral philosophy, pp. 1932. Berkeley: University of California

Press. (Originally published in Oxford Review, no. 5, 1967.)

Hsee,C. K., Loewenstein, G. F., Blount, S., & Bazerman, M. H. (1999). Preferencereversalsbe-

tweenjoint and separateevaluations of options: A review and theoretical analysis. Psychological

Bul letin, 125, 576{590.

Jervis, R. (1976). Perception and misperception in international politics. Princeton: Princeton



PREFERENCE FOR INDIRECT HARM 26

University Press

Kahneman, D., Knetsch, J. L., & Thaler, R. H. (1990). Experimental tests of the endowment e®ect

and the Coasetheorem. Journal of Political Economy, 98, 13251348.

Kant, I. (1983). Grounding for the metaphysics of morals. In I. Kant, Ethical philosophy, trans.

JamesW. Ellington. Indianapolis: Hackett (originally published 1785).

Kuhse, H. (1987). The sanctity of life doctrine in medicine: A critique. Oxford: Oxford University

Press.

McGraw, K. O., Tew, M. D., Williams, J. E. (2000). The integrit y of Web-delivered experiments:

Can you trust the data? Psychological Science, 11, 502{506.

Milgram, S. (1974). Obedience to authority . New York: Harper&Row.

Petrinovich, L. & O'Neill, P. (1996). In°uence of wording and framing e®ectson moral intuitions.

Ethnology and Sociobiology, 17, 145171.

Quinn, W. (1989). Actions, intentions, and consequences:The doctrine of doublee®ect.Philosophy

and Public A®airs, 18, 334351.

Rachels, J. (1986). The elementsof moral philosophy. New York: McGraw Hill.

Ritov, I., & Baron, J. (1990). Reluctance to vaccinate: omission bias and ambiguit y. Journal of

Behavioral Decision Making, 3, 263277.

Samuelson,W., & Zeckhauser, R. (1988). Statusquo bias in decisionmaking. Journal of Risk and

Uncertainty, 1, 759.

Spranca, M., Minsk, E., & Baron, J. (1991). Omission and commission in judgment and choice.

Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 27, 76 105.

Steinbock, B. (1995). Intro duction. In B. Steinbock & A. Norcross(Eds.), Kil ling and Letting Die.

(2nd Ed.). New York: Fordham University Press.

Trammell, R. (1995). Saving life and taking life. In B. Steinbock & A. Norcross(Eds.), Kil ling and

Letting Die. (2nd Ed.), 290298.New York: Fordham University Press.

Zeelenberg, M, Beattie, J., van der Plight, J., & de Vries, N.K. (1996). Consequencesof regret

aversion: E®ectsof expected feedback on risky decision making. Organizational Behavior and

Human Decision Processes,65, 148158.



PREFERENCE FOR INDIRECT HARM 27

Table 1.

Proportions of responsesto each question, according to whether or not it was cited as a reasonfor

a moral judgment (except for probabilit y), and its correlation with the moralit y question acrossall

observations.

Question: Predicted Opposite Correlation

Probabilit y .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


