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Abstract

Across nine studies (N=1672), we assessed the link between cognitive costs and the choice to express outrage by blaming.
We developed the Blame Selection Task, a binary free-choice paradigm that examines individuals’ propensity to blame trans-
gressors (versus an alternative choice)—either before or after reading vignettes and viewing images of moral transgressions.
We hypothesized that participants’ choice to blame wrongdoers would negatively relate to how cognitively inefficacious,
effortful, and aversive blaming feels (compared to the alternative choice). With vignettes, participants approached blaming
and reported that blaming felt more efficacious. With images, participants avoided blaming and reported that blaming felt
more inefficacious, effortful, and aversive. Blame choice was greater for vignette-based transgressions than image-based
transgressions. Blame choice was positively related to moral personality constructs, blame-related norms, and perceived
efficacy of blaming, and inversely related to perceived effort and aversion of blaming. The BST is a valid behavioral index
of blame propensity, and choosing to blame is linked to its cognitive costs.
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Introduction

Outrage often seems easy. In 2013, when Justine Sacco,
a senior director of corporate communications at holding
company InterActiveCorp, tweeted an acerbic joke about
contracting a sexually transmitted disease in Africa, she
was swiftly labeled as racist and verbally attacked by thou-
sands of outraged strangers, making her (for a while) the
No. 1 worldwide trend on Twitter (Ronson, 2015). In 2017,
when over 100 travellers were detained at the United States
border by an executive order blocking civilians from seven
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Muslim-majority countries, tens of thousands of Ameri-
can citizens gathered nationwide to voice their detestation
towards former President Donald Trump and towards the
policy (Diamond, 2017). In 2019, when Alabama citizen
Marshae Jones was shot in the stomach during a dispute
with another woman, it was Jones who was charged with
manslaughter—a decision that prompted both national sup-
port from pro-life groups and law enforcement officials, who
blamed Jones for initiating and continuing the fight that
resulted in the death of her 5-month old fetus, and national
outcry from pro-choice groups, who blamed Alabama’s
racialized criminalization of women’s pregnancies for Jones’
sudden indictment (Silverman & Ellis, 2019).

All of these cases are examples of moral outrage, which
are feelings of anger, contempt, and disgust directed towards
a third-party for violating some moral standard of fairness,
justice, or care (Haidt, 2003; Salerno & Peter-Hagene, 2013;
Spring et al., 2018). As the examples above suggest, viola-
tions of fairness, justice, or care not only lead individuals to
feel these other-condemning emotions, but to express them
in different ways (Bastian et al., 2013). For example, specta-
tors may express feelings of moral outrage by shaming or
dehumanizing the individual(s) who they believe has vio-
lated a moral norm(s) (Crockett, 2017; Haslam, 2006; Viki
et al., 2012). Alternatively, onlookers may call for retributive
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forms of punishment that are not only proportionate to the
seriousness of moral wrong committed, but also to the inten-
sity of their hostile affect towards the perpetrator (Carlsmith
et al., 2002; Salerno & Peter-Hagene, 2013).

Another way of demonstrating outrage is by blaming,
that is, assigning moral responsibility and culpability to the
individual(s) for a fault or wrong (Alicke, 2000; Bastian et al.,
2011). Blaming is a particularly important form of outrage
expression, as some accounts of blame (e.g., Guglielmo et al.,
2009; Malle et al., 2014; Monroe & Malle, 2017) suggest
that onlookers sequentially process ‘agent’ causation, intent,
reasons, desires, capacity/foresight, and blameworthiness for
a norm-violating event before shaming, dehumanizing, and
punishing the agent(s). That is, the assignment and degree of
blame is said to precede (and thus, justify) other forms of out-
rage expression. It follows, then, that understanding the causes
and consequences of expressions of moral outrage should
begin with exploring blame.

Now more than ever, individuals are readily able to express
their outrage. Online, users can express their outrage directly
to the transgressor or to a broader audience with just a few
keystrokes, anonymously or openly; and with even less work,
they can simply repost or react to others’ comments, fueling
virality (Brady et al., 2017; Brady et al., 2020a, b; Crockett,
2017). Yet, regardless of what is expressed (blaming, shaming,
dehumanizing, or punishing sentiments), moral outrage has
often been cast as exhausting: With the deluge of offensive
news stories found online, as opposed to in-person or through
traditional forms of media (Crockett, 2017; Hofmann et al.,
2014), some have suggested that outrage fatigue can prevent
individuals from being morally engaged and from taking pro-
social or collective actions (Barbera et al., 2015; Brady et al.,
2017; Crockett, 2017; Xiao & Houser, 2005). These conflicting
intuitions suggest there is a need to more completely under-
stand the predictors and consequences of feeling and express-
ing moral outrage. We developed a task that uses behaviorally
revealed preferences (Kool et al., 2010) to empirically explore
the propensity to blame—that is, whether individuals will gen-
erate outrage and blame others (i.e., assign responsibility for
a fault or wrong) when given the choice to blame against an
alternative act. Our behavioral approach compliments recent
individual differences approaches to understanding outrage/
blame propensity (see Gill & Cerce, 2021). Additionally, and
crucially, in order to understand whether expressing outrage
is cognitively fatiguing, we empirically examined the felt cog-
nitive costs of blaming and how, if at all, such costs relate
to individuals’ choices to blame others.

Motivations for blame (and other expressions
of moral outrage)

Philosophers, sociologists, legal theorists, and experimental
psychologists are largely in agreement as to what comprises
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a blameworthy act. Alicke’s (2008) description of blamewor-
thiness is representative: “A blameworthy act occurs when an
actor intentionally, negligently, or recklessly causes foreseen, or
foreseeable, harmful consequences without any compelling mit-
igating or extenuating circumstances” (p. 179). Although these
experts agree about the kinds of acts that elicit blame judg-
ments, arguably the most recurrent disagreement is the extent
to which blame judgments are shaped by epistemic forces (i.e.,
individuals’ knowledge and reasoning) or motivational forces
(i.e., individuals’ desires and goals). Some researchers accord
inferential reasoning a central role in shaping moral judgments,
whereas other researchers assign more weight to motivated cog-
nition in shaping such judgments.

For example, the path model of blame (Guglielmo et al.,
2009; Malle et al., 2014) accords less importance to moti-
vational factors and, instead, delineates a specific cogni-
tive structure (or “path”) that individuals follow to produce
blame judgments. What makes judgments moral is that they
are directed at agents who are presumed, accused, or shown
to have performed behaviors that caused or permitted harm
to occur. Within this structure, blame judgments involve
integrating information relevant to certain critical concepts
and “testing” whether the criteria are met in a graded and
systematic manner. These criteria include intentionality
(whether the agent brought about the event intentionally),
obligation (whether the agent should have prevented the
norm-violating event), and capacity (whether the agent
could have prevented the event). If the agent is judged to
have acted intentionally, then the perceiver considers the
agent’s reasons for acting. Depending on the justification
that these reasons provide, these inputs give rise to a dichot-
omous ‘yes-or-no’ and a scalar ‘more-or-less’ judgment of
blame—minimal blame if the agent was justified in acting
this way or maximal blame if the agent was not justified in
acting this way.

In contrast, motivated blame models suggest that the con-
sideration of causal and mental information is secondary
to and biased by early-emerging moral judgments and by a
general desire to blame. The various models share the view
that moral judgments quickly emerge in response to a norm
violation, and perceivers consider the details of the event
(e.g., intentionality) later, often as a post-hoc rationalization
of their judgements (Alicke, 2000; Pettit & Knobe, 2009).
From an attributionist perspective, the general desire to
assign blame stems from a motivation to maintain a sense of
predictability and control. That is, attribution processes are
not only a means of providing an individual with a veridical
view of his/her world, but a means of forming and main-
taining one’s effective exercise of control in the world (e.g.,
Kelley, 1971). This idea is related to the view that moral
judgment is largely motivated by the need to evaluate other
individuals, which allows people to navigate their social
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environment in more adaptive ways (Pizarro & Tannenbaum,
2012; Tannenbaum et al., 2011).

Indeed, blaming or other expressions of outrage may
allow individuals to navigate their social environment in
adaptive ways if such expressions also signal positive infor-
mation about oneself. For example, Jordan et al. (2016b)
tested the notion that punishing a wrongdoer may signal
one’s virtue to observers. In this work, one set of partici-
pants, the Signalers, were willing to sacrifice their own
money and pay to punish a third party for selfish behavior—
even though the Signalers themselves had not been person-
ally mistreated. A second group of participants was more
likely to trust the Signalers who punished selfishness and
they were right to be trusting, as Signalers actually behaved
in a more trustworthy manner. More recent studies by Jor-
dan and Kteily (2020) found that participants expected to be
evaluated more positively (by Deciders/perceivers) regard-
less of if they punished an unambiguous wrongdoing (very
severe and likely to be true) or an ambiguous wrongdoing
(less severe and less likely to be true), and that participants
punished at higher rates when their behavior was public.
Together, these experiments underscore a “virtue-signaling”
account of expressing moral outrage, such that the costs of
expressing outrage may be redeemed by the social benefits
of signaling one’s trustworthiness and bolstering one’s rep-
utation. These studies suggests that expressing outrage is
motivated by the increased ability to navigate one’s social
environments. This work also implies that there is a social
cost to not displaying outrage, such that individuals are not
viewed by others as trustworthy. Indeed, recent work dem-
onstrates that individuals who decide to forgive wrongdoers,
rather than punish them, are perceived as blameworthy and
as having bad moral character (Gardner & Monroe, 2018).

However, the act of blaming also carries substantial social
costs for blamers, such as retaliation towards the blamer by
the norm-violator or reputational damage for the blamer
when an accusation is unsupported or unwarranted (e.g.,
MacCoun, 2005; Mikula et al., 1998). As such, the socially-
regulated blame perspective (Monroe & Malle, 2019) posits
that the norms of moral criticism demand that individuals
have warrant when they blame others. Together, the require-
ment for warrant and the potential social costs of blaming
(for blamers) motivate individuals to carefully process avail-
able blame-relevant information, such as an agent’s causality
and other mental states (noted above). A series of studies
by Monroe and Malle (2019) found that moral perceivers
do systematically grade and update blame judgements in
response to the strength of new causal and mental informa-
tion about an agent’s intentionality, reasons, and prevent-
ability. For example, relative to initial blame for a violation
whose intentionality is ambiguous, participants increased
blame when they learned that the violation was intentional

and decreased blame when they learned that the violation
was unintentional. The authors also found that when social
pressure to form fair and justified moral judgments was
reduced, participants’ blame judgments were no longer sys-
tematic and, instead, showed a bias towards over-blaming.
Overall, the social costs of blaming motivate individuals to
calibrate their judgements to the causal and mental informa-
tion surrounding a moral violation.

The link between blaming and cognitive costs

The above-reviewed literature underscores the role of social
costs in motivating outrage and blame, and it suggests that
people are less motivated to systematically update moral
judgements of blame when such costs are absent. Most nota-
bly, Monroe and Malle (2019) found that systematic and
graded blame updating occurred even when participants’
cognitive resources were successfully reduced. While this
finding suggests that cognitive distractions or a lack of moti-
vation to engage in effortful cognition do not deter individu-
als from processing incoming morally-relevant information
and altering blame decisions in a calibrated manner, what is
less understood is the degree to which individuals’ choices to
express outrage and blame is linked to the inherent cognitive
costs of doing so. This question is relevant in modern digital
contexts, where respondents are more frequently exposed
to outrage-inducing stimuli, which may be fatiguing, while
at the same time they are more readily able to express out-
rage that can potentially reach millions (Brady et al., 2017;
Crockett, 2017). Deeper tendencies for motivated blame may
be related to how cognitively taxing the act of blaming feels.

On average, individuals prefer to avoid effort (Hull, 1943;
Kool & Botvinick, 2018). There is an intrinsic and subjective
cost associated with effort, such that individuals will avoid or
disengage from activities that are cognitively demanding in
order to avoid or reduce the inherent price of effort exertion
(Kool & Botvinick, 2013, Kool & Botvinick, 2014; but see
Inzlicht et al., 2018). Kool et al. (2010) have provided direct
empirical support for this idea using a behavioral paradigm,
called the Demand Selection Task (DST). In this task, par-
ticipants face a recurring choice between two alternative lines
of action, each associated with different levels of cognitive
demand, and they consistently show a preference for the less
effortful course of action (Kool et al., 2010). Previous accounts
of mental effort have linked effort with emotional aversion (e.g.,
Inzlicht et al., 2015; Kurzban, 2016). In addition to effort and
aversion, cognitive costs can be conceptualized as how much
work is extracted from a person for a given level of achievement
(Hsu et al., 2017), such that a person feels less efficacious when
a task requires a lot from them in order to attain a certain goal
or achievement level. Thus, in the current work, we examined
felt effort, aversion, and inefficacy as aspects of cognitive costs.
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Current studies: the blame selection task

Recent work suggests that individuals do in fact avoid cog-
nitive work in moral and social contexts: People choose to
avoid empathy for strangers, a preference that is linked to
felt cognitive costs (Cameron et al., 2019). As its own moral
emotion, the choice to feel and express outrage via blaming
may be sensitive to whether it is more cognitively costly
than, for example, engaging in empathy for wrongdoers or
morally disengaging (being objective). In particular, the
choice to blame may be sensitive to one’s desire to make
the most accurate or efficacious moral decision, stemming
from social demand (e.g., rewards, norms, etc.; Jordan et al.,
2016b; Kundu & Cummins, 2013) or from the fact that some
moral decisions are not intuitive and, instead, require more
deliberation from the perceiver (e.g., moral dilemmas;
Kahane et al., 2012).

These points have the potential to be quite important for
the field of moral psychology, particularly in the face of
the socially-regulated blame perspective, which posits that
the repeated requirement for a blame warrant makes the
processing of morally-pertinent information fast and effort-
less. Within moral psychology, empirical arguments for and
against motivated accounts of blaming depend largely on
how researchers interpret participants’ judgments of agent
blameworthiness, causation, intent, desire, foresight, and
other factors that legal models identify as related to blame
(see Ames & Fiske, 2015). Further, the typical approach
is to present participants with moral cases and to subse-
quently assess their ascriptions of blame via self-reports,
without providing participants with the actual choice of
morally engaging or disengaging in real time. This meth-
odological innovation is important because revealed choices
towards generating outrage and blaming (or not doing so)
could be more consequential—and thus, potentially more
costly—than self-reports of blame intentions or attitudes. To
our knowledge, only one other study has directly examined
choices to engage in blame (Ames & Fiske, 2015): Partici-
pants were more likely to select a blaming task from among
five options after reading about a single intentional (ver-
sus unintentional) harm. The current set of studies expand
beyond this work by examining choices to engage in blaming
over a series of instances, and critically, examining the asso-
ciations between blaming and felt cognitive costs.

To accomplish these objectives, we developed the
Blame Selection Task (BST), where respondents make a
series of choices between engaging in blame and an alter-
native action. Adapted from the logic of the DST (Kool
et al., 2010) and Empathy Selection Task (Cameron et al.,
2019), this approach allows us to explore if respondents’
baseline motivation is to feel outrage and blame individuals
when presented with moral transgressions. Individuals are
well familiar with managing moral outrage; in fact, there
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has been much colloquial discussion of how individuals
selectively choose to expose themselves to news media in
order to amplify or diminish feelings of outrage (e.g., Ley,
2017; Mills, 2017). With the BST, we examine motivations
towards outrage and blame through spontaneous choices,
and with measures of cognitive costs, we examine whether
such moralizing feels effortless or effortful.

Across studies, there were a number of procedural vari-
ations in order to test the generalizability of our results
(Yarkoni, 2019). First, in all studies, participants chose
between two card decks, one of which was always a
“BLAME” deck, over repeated trials. Each deck entailed
different instructions on how to respond to the moral trans-
gressions that are presented. The nature of the contrast
deck differed across studies. In some studies, blaming the
transgressor was contrasted against morally disengaging
by objectively describing the transgressor’s actions (Stud-
ies 1, 2, 4a, 5a, 5b, 6, and 7); and in other studies, blaming
the transgressor was contrasted against morally engaging
by empathizing with the transgressor’s inner experiences
(Studies 3 and 4b). We changed the contrast deck in order
to examine whether blame selection would be comparable
even as competing courses of action changed (i.e., objective
detachment or empathy for the transgressor). Second, we
examined blame selection and cognitive costs in response to
realistic moral transgressions that are depicted in more than
one format (e.g., vignettes versus images versus images with
captions). Whereas verbal descriptions of transgressions
are often quite clear, images of transgressions may be more
equivocal and difficult to interpret, thus leading to changes
in blame choice behavior. Alternatively, images may be
more effective than words in motivating onlookers’ behav-
iors (e.g., Winkielman & Gogolushko, 2018), thus leading
to increased blame selection. Third, we examined whether
blame selection shifted depending on whether respondents
viewed moral transgressions before making their choices
(Studies 1, 2, 3, 5a, 6, and 7) or after making their choices
(Studies 4a, 4b, and 5b), which allowed us to differentiate
context-bound motivations to blame (in response to particu-
lar moral acts) from context-general motivations to blame.
These variations are detailed both below and in the Sup-
plementary Materials.

Our dependent variables were the choice to blame (i.e.,
the proportion of trials where outrage and blame are selected,
compared against chance—50%) and the perceived cognitive
costs (i.e., effort, aversion, and inefficacy) of each deck (the
BLAME deck and the alternative deck). Across studies, we
explored whether the proportion of trials that the BLAME
deck was chosen significantly varied from chance, specifi-
cally whether the patterns of blame choice differed depend-
ing on the contrast deck used (objectivity or empathy), the
type of moral stimuli presented (vignettes or images), and
the position of the decks (deck choices before or after the
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moral stimuli). In keeping with the above-reviewed literature
on the avoidance of cognitive work (e.g., Kool & Botvinick,
2013, 2014, 2018; Kool et al., 2010), even within in socio-
moral contexts (e.g., Cameron et al., 2019), we hypothesized
that respondents’ choice to generate outrage and blame oth-
ers would negatively relate to the degree that blaming (rela-
tive to the alternative deck) felt cognitively costly (assessed
via ratings of effort, aversion, and inefficacy).

General methods, measures, and procedures
Participants

All studies were approved by the Research Ethics Board
at the University of Toronto. Participants were voluntarily
recruited for 30 min of participation on TurkPrime (Lit-
man et al., 2016), an online data collection platform that
recruits diverse research samples. All responses provided
by participants were strictly anonymous. Those who failed
attention checks concealed within the measures of individual
differences or who failed to follow the writing prompts (e.g.,
entering incoherent responses or entering responses that did
not match the instructions for the deck) were excluded from
analyses, as they were not engaged with the task. According
to a power analysis using the average effect in social psy-
chology (d=0.40; Richard et al., 2003), with a one-sample
t-test design, we could achieve 80% power in a two-tailed
test with 52 participants and 90% power in a two-tailed test
with 68 participants. Study 1 included 102 participants;
Study 2 included 110 participants; Study 3 included 201
participants; Study 4a included 205 participants; Study 4b
included 203 participants; Study 5a included 219 partici-
pants; Study 5b included 205 participants; Study 6 included
210 participants; and Study 7 included 217 participants. The
sample sizes in Studies 3 to 7 increased from Studies 1 and 2
in order to examine individual difference correlations; power
analyses suggested a minimum sample size of 193 to detect a
modest correlation (r=0.20) with 80% power in a two-tailed
test. Table S1 in the Supplementary Materials presents the
demographic details for each sample, including the number
of respondents excluded in each study.

The Blame Selection Task

The BST was programmed on Qualtrics survey soft-
ware (Qualtrics, Provo, UT). In all studies, participants
chose between two card decks, one of which was always a
“BLAME” deck, over repeated trials. Deck positioning was
counterbalanced in Studies 1 to 6; two separate Qualtrics
surveys were run sequentially, such that roughly half of the
study sample completed the BST with the BLAME deck
on the left or right side of the task, and the rest of the study

sample subsequently completed the BST with the BLAME
deck on the opposite side (see Table S2 in the Supplemen-
tary Materials for exact n’s in each study). Given the dif-
ferences in moral stimuli, deck choices, and deck position
between studies, the pre-task and trial-level instructions of
the BST varied slightly across studies and are described
both below and in the Supplementary Materials. All studies
first included a sample trial after the pre-task instructions
to demonstrate to participants the type of moral stimuli and
the decks that they would see, as well as to demonstrate
sample responses for the BLAME and alternative decks. All
participants then completed two practice trials to familiarize
themselves with the sequence of a trial. The moral stimuli
(i.e., vignettes or images) were presented in a fixed random
order (see the Supplementary Materials for more details as
related to each study). While there was no time limit for par-
ticipants to choose to blame or not, a timer was implemented
so that participants could not submit the written response
until after a certain amount of time had elapsed (Studies 1
to 4b=15 s; Studies Sa to 6=8 s; Study 7=6s).

Post-task assessments of cognitive costs
and individual differences

Cognitive costs

Immediately after the BST, participants across all studies
completed items adapted from the NASA Task Load Index
(Hart & Staveland, 1988), which we used to assess how cog-
nitively costly they found each deck (i.e., BLAME and either
DESCRIBE or FEEL). For each deck, participants answered
four questions: “How mentally demanding was this deck?”,
“How hard did you have to work to accomplish your level of
performance with this deck?”, “How insecure, discouraged,
irritated, stressed, and annoyed were you by this deck?”,
and “How successful were you in accomplishing what you
were asked to do in this deck?” (1 =Very Low to 5= Very
High). For each deck, the first two items were averaged into
an index of perceived effort. The third and fourth items cor-
respond to perceived aversion and perceived efficacy, respec-
tively. All three indices contributed to one’s assessment of
how cognitively costly each deck felt.

Measures of individual differences

Across studies, respondents completed a number of individ-
ual difference measures. First, we included three measures of
moral personality, as a means to test the convergent validity
of the BST. In Studies 1 to 7, the Moral Convictions Scale
(Skitka, 2010) assessed the degree to which participants
exhibited strong moral convictions about the transgressions
they read/saw. Given that individuals with stronger convic-
tions about moral issues prefer greater social and physical
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distance from attitudinally divergent others and endorse
greater intolerance towards attitudinally divergent others
(Skitka et al., 2005), it is expected that participants who
more strongly moralize wrongdoings are more motivated
to blame transgressors. In Studies 2 to 7, the Moral Identity
Scale (Aquino & Reed, 2002) assessed self-importance of
moral identity. Given the links between moral identity and
increased pro-social behaviors and moral emotions (e.g.,
Aquino & Reed, 2002; Hardy, 2006; Stets & Carter, 2006),
participants who tie morality more closely to their self-
concept might choose to blame transgressors more often.
In Study 7, the Blame Intensity Inventory (Gill & Cerce,
2021) assessed individual differences in the propensity to
experience intense blame reactions; it is expected that par-
ticipants with a greater tendency to have hostile affective
reactions towards offenders would choose to blame trans-
gressors more frequently. Outside of moral personality, we
assessed descriptive and injunctive social norms, as well
as personal norms, about blaming in Studies 2 to 7 (draw-
ing on five items from Cameron et al., 2019). Recent work
(Son et al., 2019) finds that victims and jurors will refer-
ence group preferences to inform their own punitive deci-
sions, becoming increasingly punitive as groups express a
desire to punish. Thus, to the degree that participants believe
that others choose blame, that others value blame, and to
the degree that participants themselves view blaming as
desirable, they might select into blame-eliciting contexts.
Finally, the Empathy Index (Jordan et al., 2016a) assessed
trait empathy in Studies 1 to 7, as it might be expected that
highly empathetic participants would have a higher blame
motivation if they are empathizing with the victim(s) of the
transgression (e.g., see Leliveld et al., 2012 on the relation-
ship between observers’ empathy and punishment of offend-
ers). Details about each measure, including how items were
rated, sample items, subscales, as well as the Cronbach’s
o values (Table S3) and mean scores (Table S4) across all
studies, are found in the Supplementary Materials. Partici-
pants in Studies 2 to 6 also completed the Ten-Item Person-
ality Inventory (Gosling et al., 2003), but results pertaining
to this measure were not of central interest in the current
paper and are presented in Table S5 in the Supplementary
Materials.

Data analyses

Across all studies, some of the blame choice variables were
non-normally distributed (i.e., possessing a slight positive or
negative skew). As such, we conducted both non-parametric
and parametric tests to examine the degree to which par-
ticipants chose to blame compared to chance (one-sample
tests), as well as the blame choice patterns based on the
ambiguity of the moral transgressions and on the type of
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moral stimuli presented (paired sample tests; described fur-
ther below). It is noted that the pattern of results remained
the same in all studies. We present results of non-parametric
Wilcoxon tests within the main text and parametric z-test
statistics in the Supplementary Materials. All other 7-test
assumptions, regarding the scale of measurement, random
sampling, adequacy of sample size, and equality of variance
in standard deviation, were met.

Across studies that used moral vignettes (Studies 1 to
4b) and moral images (Studies 5a to 6), non-parametric
independent samples tests found that blame choice (i.e., the
proportion of trials where participants chose the BLAME
deck) of the participants who saw the BLAME deck on the
left side of the BST did not significantly differ from the
blame choice of the participants who saw the BLAME deck
on the right side, which confirms that there was no left- or
right-side bias for selecting the BLAME deck. See Table S2
in the Supplementary Materials for test statistics and effect
sizes across all studies (vignettes and images).

Studies 1 to 4b: blame selection task
with moral vignettes

Thirty-four moral vignettes (brief written descriptions of
a target individual engaging in a real-life action(s) that is
morally wrong e.g., assault, robbery, infidelity, etc.) were
obtained from a moral vignettes database by Knutson et al.
(2010). Six vignettes were obtained from the supplementary
materials published by Gill and Getty (2016) and slightly
edited. We then piloted these 40 vignettes, which were
written in first-person, with 109 participants, who rated
each vignette on indices of Harm (low Care) and Moral
Appropriateness.

Of the 40 vignettes, 26 were included in Study 1. The full
procedure for selecting the 26 moral vignettes in Study 1
and the average Care and Moral Appropriateness rating for
each vignette (Table S6) are in the Supplementary Materials.
In Study 2 and subsequent studies that used vignettes, we
explored whether respondents were more likely to blame in
response to certain types of moral transgressions than oth-
ers. Whereas Jordan and Kteily (2020) illustrate the role of
perceived reputational incentives on participants’ punishment
of unambiguous and ambiguous acts, we sought to explore
respondents’ first-person management of their choice to blame
immoral acts of varying levels of severity. Based on a com-
posite (average score) of the Care and Moral Appropriate-
ness ratings of the 40 moral vignettes that were piloted prior
to Study 1, 16 vignettes were grouped and labelled as clear
moral transgressions, where the action(s) was conspicuously
harmful and morally inappropriate, and 16 vignettes were
grouped and labelled as ambiguous moral transgressions,
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where the action(s) was less conspicuously harmful and
morally inappropriate. See the Supplementary Materials for
further details and statistical justification for this grouping
procedure. Mean Care and Moral Appropriateness ratings and
the composite Care-Moral Appropriateness scores of the 32
vignettes used in Studies 2, 3, 4a, 4b, and 7 are in Table S7.

Study 1 methods

In Study 1, participants (N=102) were instructed that they
would complete a series of trials in which they would read a
first-person vignette of an individual committing an action
and then see two decks of cards to choose between freely.

cheated on the final attempt.

A little while ago | had to go to the DMV to get my driver's license renewed. They told me that |
had to take a written test in which | had three attempts to pass. | failed the first two times so |
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A little while ago | had to go to the DMV to get
my driver's license renewed. They told me
that | had to take a written test in which | had
three attempts to pass. | failed the first two
times so | cheated on the final attempt.

Based on the scenario, try to feel moral
outrage. Focus on the reasons for why the
individual's action(s) is morally

wrong. Please write one sentence about
why the individual should be blamed for
this sequence of events.

A little while ago | had to go to the DMV to get
my driver's license renewed. They told me
that | had to take a written test in which | had
three attempts to pass. | failed the first two
times so | cheated on the final attempt.

Based on the scenario, try to be

objective. Focus on the details of how the
individual caused the action(s) in

question. Please write one sentence about
how the individual caused this sequence of
events.

Fig.1 Schematic example of blame selection task trial (Studies 1 to
3). Note. Over repeated trials, respondents choose a deck after reading
a first-person vignette of an individual committing an action. Based
upon choice, respondents are instructed to feel moral outrage or to
be objective and make a written response. The schematic includes a

target stimulus used in Studies 1, 2, 3, 4a, and 4b (from the moral
vignettes database; Knutson et al., 2010). See main text for modi-
fied variants in Studies 2, 3, 4a, 4b, and 7, which also used moral
vignettes
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Participants were told that if they chose the BLAME deck,
they would be instructed to feel moral outrage, focus on
the moral details of the individual and the action(s) com-
mitted, and write one sentence about why the individual
should be blamed for the sequence of events. If participants
chose the objective (“DESCRIBE”) deck, they would be
instructed to be objectively detached, focus on the features
of the individual and the action(s) committed, and write one
sentence about how the individual caused the sequence of
events (see the Supplementary Materials for the pre-task
instructions of all studies). Participants then completed 26

trials of the BST. If they chose the BLAME deck, they saw
the following prompt: “Based on the scenario, try to feel
moral outrage. Focus on the reasons for why the individual’s
action(s) is morally wrong. Please write one sentence about
why the individual should be blamed for this sequence of
events”. If participants chose the DESCRIBE deck, they
saw the following prompt: “Based on the scenario, try to be
objective. Focus on the details of how the individual caused
the action(s) in question. Please write one sentence about
how the individual caused this sequence of events”. Fig-
ure 1 depicts a single trial of the BST in Study 1.

Table 1 Median Blame Choice and Mean NASA Task Load Index Ratings for BLAME and Alternative decks (Studies 1 to 7)

Median Study 1 Study 2 Study 3* Study 4a Study 4b* Study 5a Study 5b Study 6 Study 7

Blame Choice: 0.58 0.66 0.66 0.63 0.63 0.13 0.10 0.43 0.20

Z 1.55 4.44 8.63 2.45 3.60 —11.88 —10.80 -6.21 —-10.28

p 120 <.001 <.001 .007 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001

r 0.15 0.42 0.61 0.17 0.25 —0.80 -0.75 -043 —-0.70

Blame Choice: - - - - - - - - 0.53

z 0.67

p 505

r 0.05

M (SD) Study 1 Study 2 Study 3* Study 4a Study 4b* Study 5a Study 5b Study 6 Study 7

Perceived
Effort:
BLAME 3.38 (1.18) 3.47 (1.07) 3.30(1.07) 3.43 (1.14) 3.24 (1.16) 3.80 (1.02) 3.76 (0.99) 3.59 (1.07) 3.54 (1.11)
OTHER deck  3.14 (1.16) 3.46(1.12) 3.44 (0.97) 3.37 (1.20) 3.73 (0.99) 2.88 (1.24) 3.20 (1.08) 3.05(1.18) 3.29 (1.07)
t (df) 1.55 (101) .12 (109) —2.01 (200) .60 (204) —5.46 (202) 9.86 (218) 6.83 (204) 6.69 (209) 3.45(216)
p 125 .904 .046 547 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 .001
Cohen’s d* 0.16 0.01 -0.14 0.04 —-0.38 0.67 0.47 0.46 0.24

Perceived Aver-
sion:
BLAME 2.87 (1.44) 2.85(1.32) 2.83 (1.25) 2.86 (1.37) 2.90 (1.29) 3.17 (1.36) 3.27 (1.39) 2.94 (1.32) 3.14 (1.26)
OTHER deck 2.66 (1.35) 2.63 (1.36) 2.62(1.13) 2.80 (1.39) 3.17 (1.27) 2.27 (1.25) 2.56 (1.34) 2.35(1.31) 2.60 (1.15)
t (df) 1.38 (101) 1.68 (109) 2.71 (200) .62 (204) —2.71(202) 8.79 (218) 6.84 (204) 6.53 (209) 7.48 (216)
p 172 .048 .007 535 .007 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001
Cohen’s d 0.14 0.16 0.19 0.04 —-0.19 0.60 0.48 0.45 0.50

Perceived
Efficacy:
BLAME 3.76 (1.08) 3.86 (1.04) 3.96 (0.87) 3.86 (1.01) 3.97 (0.84) 3.40 (1.25) 3.45(1.27) 3.79 (1.09) 3.61 (1.04)
OTHER deck 3.70 (1.09) 3.83 (1.00) 3.84 (0.88) 3.54 (1.23) 3.46 (1.08) 4.22(0.92) 4.15 (0.89) 4.06 (0.91) 4.18 (0.69)
t (df) A48 (101) .37 (109) 2.02 (200) 3.26 (204) 5.83 (202) —8.88 (218) —7.30 (204) —3.23(209) —8.27 (216)
p .634 712 .045 .001 <.001 <.001 <.001 .001 <.001
Cohen’s d 0.05 0.04 0.14 0.23 0.41 —0.60 —-0.51 -0.23 —0.56

Study 7 presents blame choice scores for both image-based (top) and vignette-based (bottom) transgressions. Studies 3 and 4b used the FEEL
deck as the alternative choice to the BLAME deck. Cognitive cost differences for Studies 3 and 7 were based on the average perceived effort,
perceived aversion, and perceived efficacy scores of the BLAME and alternative (FEEL or DESCRIBE) decks across both administrations of the

NASA Task Load Index

#The effect size r and Cohen’s d values are specific to within-subjects effects
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Fig.2 Blame Choice in Studies 1 to 7 (Vignette-Based and Image-
Based Studies). Note. Error bars reflect standard error of the mean

Study 1 results
Blame choice

Table 1 presents the descriptive and inferential statistics
(medians, one-sample Wilcoxon signed-rank tests, and
effect size r') for blame choice across all studies. Figure 2
depicts blame choice across all studies. In Study 1, although
respondents chose to blame more than describe, a one-sam-
ple Wilcoxon signed-rank test found that blame choice did
not significantly differ from chance (50%), Z=1.55, p=.120,
with a small blame choice effect observed (r=.15).

Cognitive costs

Table 1 also presents average ratings of perceived effort, per-
ceived aversion, and perceived efficacy for the BLAME and
alternative decks (i.e., DESCRIBE or FEEL) across all stud-
ies.”> We report differences in these ratings between Blame
and Objectivity or Empathy in each study. Paired sample
t-tests revealed that differences between the BLAME and
DESCRIBE decks in felt effort, #(101)=1.55, p=.125,95%
CI of M jiterence [—-07, .54], d=0.16, aversion, #(101)=1.38,
p=.172,95% CI of M ifserence [—-10, .53], d=0.14, and effi-
cacy, #(101)= .48, p=.634, 95% CI of M gierence [— -22, 351,
d=0.05, were small and not significant in Study 1. Together,
these non-significant differences in cognitive costs could
account for why there was no overall motivation among
respondents in this study to choose to blame wrongdoers.

! The interpretation values for » commonly reported in published lit-
erature are: 0.10-<0.3 (small effect), 0.30-<0.5 (moderate effect)
and > 0.5 (large effect).

2 Because the NASA Task Load index was administered twice
in Studies 3 and 7 (i.e., halfway through the BST and at end of
the BST), we computed the average effort, aversion, and effi-
cacy scores between both time-points for the BLAME and FEEL/
DESCRIBE decks.

Study 2 methods: refinement of Study 1 BST

In Study 2, participants (N=110) completed a BST equiva-
lent to what is described in Study 1. However, trial-level
instructions of the BLAME deck were slightly revised to
ensure that the intensity associated with the term “outrage”
was not inadvertently biasing respondents’ deck choices:
“Based on the scenario, try to feel moral disapproval. Focus
on the reasons for why the individual’s action(s) is morally
wrong. Please write one sentence about why the individual
should be blamed for this sequence of events” (italics added
to indicate revision).

Study 2 results
Blame choice

In contrast to Study 1, blame choice in Study 2 was sig-
nificantly greater than chance, Z=4.44, p <.001, with a
moderate blame choice effect observed among participants
(r=.42).

Cognitive costs

With respect to cognitive costs differences in Study 2,
the BLAME deck felt significantly more aversive than
the DESCRIBE deck, #(109)=1.68, p=.048, 95% CI of
M girerence 1-04, 48], d=0.16, but felt no different in effort,
1(109)=.12, p=.904, 95% CI of M gitterence [—-21, 241,
d=0.01, and efficacy, #(109)=.37, p=.712, 95% CI of
M girerence [— - 16, 23], d=0.04.

Study 3 methods: blocking vignettes by moral
ambiguity with empathy contrast

In Study 3, the 32 vignettes were blocked based on moral
ambiguity of the transgression, which allowed us to exam-
ine participants’ management of outrage and blame in
response moral acts of differing levels of severity. Some
respondents (n=100) read all 16 clear moral transgres-
sions first and other respondents (n=101) read all 16
ambiguous moral transgressions first. Unlike in Study
2, the contrast deck to blame was a “FEEL” deck (simi-
lar to the empathy deck used in Cameron et al., 2019),
which allowed us to examine whether blame choice would
change as the alternative action changed (i.e., from objec-
tive detachment to empathy). In the pre-task instructions,
respondents were told that if they chose the FEEL deck,
they would be instructed to have empathy and write one
sentence about the feelings and experiences of the individ-
ual who committed the action(s). Trial-level instructions
for the BLAME deck were revised in this study to ensure
congruency with the FEEL deck in the word-count and
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syntax (see the Supplementary Materials). If participants
chose the BLAME deck, they saw the following prompt:
“Based on the scenario, try to feel moral outrage toward the
individual who committed the action(s). Morally focus on
the blameworthiness of this individual’s actions(s). Please
write one sentence about why the individual, who commit-
ted the action(s), should be blamed”. If participants chose
the FEEL deck, they saw the following prompt: “Based on
the scenario, try feel what the individual who committed
the action(s) feels. Empathically focus on this individual’s
internal emotional experiences. Please write one sentence
about what the individual, who committed the action(s),
feels and experiences”. Finally, respondents in Study 3
completed to the NASA Task Load Index twice, once after
the first half of trials (“Please answer the following ques-
tions about the [BLAME or FEEL] deck, thus far”) and
once after the second half of trials (“Please answer the fol-
lowing questions about the [BLAME or FEEL] deck, based
on your experience during the second-half of the task™), in
order to collect cognitive costs ratings separately for clear
and ambiguous moral transgressions.

Study 3 results
Blame choice

Similar to Study 2, blame choice was significantly greater
than chance in Study 3, Z=8.63, p <.001, r=0.61. Between
Studies 2 and 3, there was no significant difference in blame
choice, as evidenced by a Wilcoxon rank-sum test, Z=.62,
p=.537, r=.04. Together, these results suggest that, irre-
spective of the alternative deck choice (either objectivity
or empathy towards transgressors), respondents displayed
a moderate-to-strong motivation to feel outrage and blame
individuals depicted in the moral vignettes after reading the
vignettes.

Blame choice by moral ambiguity of vignettes

We computed a blame choice score (i.e., the proportion of
trials that the respondent chose the BLAME deck) for the
groups of clear and ambiguous moral transgressions for each
participant in Studies 2 and 3, where vignettes—labelled as
either clear or ambiguous—preceded deck choice. A Wil-
coxon signed-rank test was used to compare blame choice
between the clear and ambiguous moral transgressions
in all relevant studies. The standardized statistic for this
test is based on differences between blame choice for the two
levels of moral ambiguity, specifically when blame choice
for ambiguous moral transgressions is subtracted from blame
choice for clear moral transgressions. Figure 3 depicts blame
choice by the moral ambiguity of transgressions (i.e., clear
versus ambiguous) across all relevant studies.
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Fig.3 Blame Choice by Moral Ambiguity of Transgressions in Stud-
ies 2, 3, 5a, and 6. Note. Error bars reflect standard error of the mean

As evidenced by paired samples Wilcoxon signed-rank
tests, blame choice was significantly greater for the clear
moral transgressions than for the ambiguous moral trans-
gressions within both studies (Study 2: Z=8.13, p<.001,
r=.78; Study 3: Z=11.66, p <.001, r=.82), with a very
robust effect of transgression ambiguity on participants’
blame choices. One-sample Wilcoxon signed-rank tests
found that participants chose the BLAME deck at a rate sig-
nificantly greater than chance (i.e., greater than 50% of tri-
als) after reading the clear moral transgressions in both stud-
ies (Study 2: Median ,,;.,=0.88, Z=6.60, p <.001, r=.63;
Study 3: Median,,,;.,=0.81, Z=10.36, p<.001, r=.73), but
did not show a preference for selecting the BLAME deck
after reading the ambiguous moral transgressions (Study 2:
Median =044, Z=- .32, p=.746, r=—.03; Study 3:
Median,,,,;.,=0.50, Z=1.27, p=.205, r=.09). These results
suggest that, as opposed to remaining objective or empathiz-
ing, respondents chose to blame individuals who commit
clearly harmful and morally inappropriate behaviors, but
that this blame preference diminished for more ambiguous
behaviors.

choice

Cognitive costs

Consistent with Study 2, the BLAME deck felt significantly
more aversive than the FEEL deck in Study 3, #(200)=2.71,
p=.007,95% CI of M git¢erence [-06, .36], d=0.19. In Study 3,
the BLAME deck also felt significantly more efficacious than
the FEEL deck, #(200)=2.02, p=.045, 95% CI of M ji¢terence
[.00, .24], d=0.14. In this study, the BLAME deck felt sig-
nificantly less effortful than the FEEL deck, #(200)= —2.01,
p=.046, 95% CI of M gigrerence [—-27,—.00], d=—0.14, which
is consistent with recent work that suggests that empathy is
cognitively effortful (Cameron et al., 2019).
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Notwithstanding these differences in cognitive costs
between blaming and empathy, in collapsing across trans-
gression ambiguity, the above analysis might mask differ-
ences in cognitive costs based upon the moral ambiguity
of the action. Thus, in Study 3, we examined if differences
between the BLAME and FEEL decks on perceived effort,
aversion, and efficacy varied by the level of moral ambiguity
of the action committed.

Table 2 presents the average ratings of perceived effort,
perceived aversion, and perceived efficacy for the BLAME
and FEEL deck across clear and ambiguous moral transgres-
sions in Study 3. We conducted three 2 X 2 repeated measures
ANOVAs to examine whether differences between BLAME
and FEEL decks in effort, aversion, and efficacy were mod-
erated by the moral ambiguity of the transgressions. There
was a significant interaction between deck (BLAME, FEEL)
and moral ambiguity (clear, ambiguous) on ratings of effi-
cacy, F(1,200)=9.01, p=.003, np2 =.04. Pairwise compari-
sons revealed that that BLAME deck felt significantly more
efficacious than the FEEL deck in the block of clear moral
transgressions (M gigrerence = -24> SEgifrerence = -08, p =.003),
but not in the block of ambiguous moral transgressions
(M gigierence = 01, SE gifterence = -06, p=.938). The interactions
between deck and moral ambiguity on ratings of effort, F(1,
200)=.91, p=.342,n,>=01, and aversion, F(1, 200)=2.14,
p=.145, np2 =.01, were not statistically significant.
Although these interactions were non-significant, we exam-
ined deck differences in effort and aversion separately by
ambiguity level for descriptive completeness. Paired sample
t-tests revealed that for the clear moral transgressions, the
BLAME deck felt significantly less effortful, #200)=—2.08,
p=.039, 95% CI of Mgigerence [—-71,—.02], d= —0.15, and
more aversive, #(200)=2.90, p=.004, 95% CI of M g;ference
[.09, .47], d=0.20, than the FEEL deck. However, for the
ambiguous moral transgressions, the BLAME and FEEL
decks felt no different in effort, #(200) = —1.22, p=.222,

Table2 Mean NASA Task Load Index Ratings for BLAME and
Alternative decks: Split by Moral Ambiguity of Transgressions in
Study 3

M (SD): Study 3 Clear Moral Trans- Ambiguous

gression Moral Transgres-
sion

Perceived Effort:

BLAME deck 3.31(1.17) 3.29 (1.13)
FEEL deck 3.49 (1.14) 3.39 (1.05)
Perceived Aversion:

BLAME deck 2.97 (1.39) 2.69 (1.34)
FEEL deck 2.69 (1.28) 2.55(1.28)
Perceived Efficacy:

BLAME deck 4.01 (0.94) 3.91 (0.97)
FEEL deck 3.78 (1.04) 3.91 (0.88)

95% CI of M gifrerence [— 49, .12], d= —0.09, and aversive-
ness, #(200)=1.58, p=.115, 95% CI of M 4iference [— -03, .301,
d=0.11. Overall, these results may explain the variable dif-
ferences in cognitive costs between the BLAME deck and
alternative deck in the preceding vignette studies, in which
the NASA Task Load Index was administered once and did
not differentiate between clear and ambiguous transgression
trials.

Studies 4a and 4b methods: moral vignettes
after deck choices

In Studies 4a (N=205) and 4b (N=203), the card decks
preceded the moral vignettes in each trial. Respondents
were instructed before the task that they would complete a
series of trials where they would first see and freely choose
between two decks of cards, after which they would read a
first-person vignette of an individual committing an action.
This design allowed us to examine context-independent
motivations to blame more generally, that is, even without
knowing a specific action to blame. The difference between
Studies 4a and 4b concerned the contrast deck. In Study 4a,
the alternative deck was DESCRIBE (as in Study 2), and in
Study 4b, the alternative deck was FEEL (as in Study 3).
Study 4a used the same trial-level instructions from Study
2, but with minor changes. If participants chose the BLAME
deck, they saw the following prompt: “Based on the sce-
nario, try to feel moral outrage. Focus on the moral details
of the action(s) in question. Please write one sentence fo
describe why the individual should be blamed”. If respond-
ents chose the DESCRIBE deck, they saw the following
prompt: “Based on the scenario, try to be objective. Focus
on the objective details of the action(s) in question. Please
write one sentence fo describe how the individual caused
the sequence of events” (italics added to indicate revisions).
Study 4b used the same trial-level prompts as Study 3. See
the Supplementary Material for details.

Studies 4a and 4b results
Blame choice

Blame choice was significantly greater than chance in Study
4a, Z=2.45, p=.007, r=.17, and in Study 4b, Z=3.60,
p<.001, r=.25 (see Table 1; Fig. 2 for more details).
Between participants in Studies 4a and 4b, there was no sig-
nificant difference in blame choice, as evidenced by a Wil-
coxon rank-sum test, Z=—.15, p=.883, r=—.01. Together,
these results suggest that, irrespective of the alternative deck
choice (either objectivity or empathy towards transgressors),
respondents displayed a comparably modest motivation to
feel outrage and blame individuals depicted in the moral
vignettes before reading the vignettes. That is, respondents
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displayed a general motivation to blame even without know-
ing the particular context of judgment.

Cognitive costs

Cognitive cost differences between the decks in Stud-
ies 4a and 4b were slightly consistent across the rest of
the moral vignette studies (as evidenced by paired sam-
ple #-tests). In both Studies 4a and 4b, the BLAME deck
felt significantly more efficacious than the alternative
deck, which is consistent with the patterns found in Study
3; Study 4a: #(204)=3.26, p=.001, 95% CI of M yiference
[.13,.52], d=0.23; Study 4b: #202)=5.83, p<.001, 95%
CI of M jigerence [-34, .69], d=0.41. As with Study 3, the
BLAME deck felt significantly less effortful than the FEEL
deck in Study 4b, #(202)=-5.46, p<.001, 95% CI of
M gisterence [— -67, — 311, d=—0.38; and there were no sig-
nificant differences in perceived effort between the BLAME
and DESCRIBE deck in Study 4a, #(204)=.60, p=.547,
95% CI of M jigrerence [— - 14, .26], d=0.04. Unlike Study 3,
the BLAME deck felt significantly less aversive than the
FEEL deck in Study 4b, #(202)= —2.71, p=.007, 95% CI of
M gitrerence [— 47, — 071, d=—0.19; and there were no signifi-
cant differences in perceived aversion between the BLAME
and DESCRIBE deck in Study 4a, #(204) =.62, p=.535,
95% CI of M girerence [— -14, 271, d=0.04.

Studies 5a to 6: Blame Selection Task
with moral images

In the next set of studies (Studies 5a to 6), we examined
whether blame motivations would differ when moving to
a potentially less concrete type of stimulus: moral images.
Visual depictions of immoral acts might be more ambiguous
and difficult to interpret because there is more information
to parse than when presented with a verbal description of
such acts. On the other hand, given that bodily responses are
more easily engaged by affective information presented with
pictures rather than written words (Lang et al., 2005; Larsen
et al., 2003; Winkielman & Gogolushko, 2018), respond-
ents may be more compelled to morally engage with visual
depictions of moral indiscretions. In Studies 5a and 5b, we
examined blame choice in response to images of transgres-
sions, and in Study 6, we added a caption to each image to
examine how this might impact blame choice.

A total of 40 moral images were obtained from the
Social-Moral Images Database (SMID; Crone et al., 2018)
for the BST in Studies 5a, 5b, and 6. Crone et al.’s (2018)
normative ratings from 1812 participants were available on
eight dimensions, including the level of Care and Moral
Appropriateness depicted in the image. Twenty images were
grouped and labelled as clear moral transgressions (i.e., the
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action in the image was conspicuously harmful and morally
wrong), whereas 20 images were grouped and labelled as
ambiguous moral transgressions. See the Supplementary
Materials for the full procedure and statistical justification
for the selection and grouping of the moral images. Aver-
age Care and Moral Appropriateness ratings and the com-
posite Care-Moral Appropriateness scores for all 40 moral
images are presented in Table S8 (the images are labeled
as found in the SMID normative ratings database; Crone
et al., 2018).

Studies 5a and 5b methods

The key difference between Studies 5a and 5b is whether the
decks (BLAME versus DESCRIBE) were presented after
the images (5a) or presented before the images (5b); this was
done to parallel the position of moral transgressions in the
vignette-based studies. Respondents in Study 5a (N=219) were
instructed that they would complete a series of trials where they
would first see an image of an individual who is committing an
action, after which they would see and freely choose between
two decks of cards. Respondents in Study 5b (N=205) were
instructed that they would complete a series of trials where they
would first see and freely choose between two decks of cards,
after which they would see an image of an individual who is
committing an action; Figure 4 depicts a single trial of the BST
in Study 5b. In both studies, respondents were given the fol-
lowing instructions if they picked the BLAME deck: “Try to
feel moral outrage toward what you see in the image. Focus on
the moral details of the individual and the action they are com-
mitting. Please write one sentence to clearly describe why the
individual committing the action should be blamed”. If respond-
ents chose the DESCRIBE deck, they were given the following
prompt: “Try to be objectively detached toward what you see
in the image. Focus on the objective details of the individual
and the action they are committing. Please write one sentence
to clearly describe what the individual committing the action
is doing”.

Studies 5a and 5b results
Blame choice

Thus far, the results of the vignette studies suggest that
participants show a preference towards outrage and blam-
ing transgressors, rather than descriptively or empathically
engaging with them, especially in response to clear moral
transgressions. In contrast, one-sample Wilcoxon signed-
rank tests revealed that blame choice in response to images
(see Table 1 for descriptive statistics) was significantly less
than chance in Study 5a, Z=—-11.88, p <.001, r=—.80, and
in Study 5b, Z=-10.80, p <.001, r=—.75, which suggests
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Try to feel moral outrage toward what you
see in the image. Focus on the moral
details of the individual and the action they
are committing. Please write one sentence
to clearly describe why the individual
committing the action should be blamed.

Try to be objectively detached toward what
you see in the image. Focus on the
objective details of the individual and the
action they are committing. Please write
one sentence to clearly describe what the
individual committing the action is doing.

Fig.4 Schematic Example of Blame Selection Task Trial in Study 5b.
Note. Over repeated trials, respondents choose a deck before seeing
an image of an individual committing an action. Based upon choice,
respondents are instructed to feel moral outrage or to be objectively
detached and make a written response. The schematic includes a target

a strong motivation to avoid blaming transgressors when
wrongdoings are depicted visually.

stimulus used in Studies 5a, 5b, 6, and 7 (from the Social-Moral Image
Database; Crone et al., 2018). See main text for modified variants in
Studies 5a, 6, and 7, which also used moral images

Cognitive costs
The patterns observed for the cognitive costs of decks in

the studies with moral images were different than what was
observed in the studies with moral vignettes (see Table 1
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for descriptive statistics). The most consistent finding
in the studies with moral vignettes was that the BLAME
deck felt significantly more efficacious than the alterna-
tive deck choice. In contrast, in Studies 5a and 5b, paired
sample ¢-tests found that the BLAME deck felt signifi-
cantly less efficacious than the DESCRIBE deck, Study 5a:
#218)=—28.88, p<.001, 95% CI of M jgerence [— 1.00, —.64],
d=-0.60; Study 5b: #(204)=-7.30, p<.001, 95% CI of
M gisterence [— -89, —.51], d=—0.51. In these studies, the
BLAME deck felt significantly more effortful than the
DESCRIBE deck, Study 5a: #(218)=9.86, p <.001, 95% CI
of M gifrerence [-74, 1.11], d=0.67; Study 5b: #(204) =6.83,
p<0.001, 95% CI of M gierence [-40, .72], d=0.47. Finally,
the BLAME deck felt significantly more aversive than the
DESCRIBE deck, Study 5a: #(218)=8.79, p <.001, 95% CI
of M jiserence [-70, 1.10], d=0.60; Study 5b: #(204) =6.84,
p<.001, 95% CI of M jigerence [-51, .92], d=0.48. Mod-
erate-to-large effects of deck choice (BLAME versus
DESCRIBE) on felt cognitive costs were observed. These
differences in cognitive costs may account for why partici-
pants avoided blaming when they were shown images of
moral wrongdoings.

Study 6 methods

In Study 6, respondents (N=210) were instructed that a
caption of what the individual was doing would accompany
each image before they were to make a choice between the
BLAME and DESCRIBE decks. This would allow us to
examine if respondents’ blame avoidance would diminish if
visual moral content was accompanied by verbal information
that elucidates the wrongdoing. The captions for the moral
images were created by the first author and are listed in the
Supplementary Materials. Study 6 used similar trial-level
instructions from Studies 5a and 5b, with the addition that
respondents were instructed to write the sentence in their
own words (i.e., not copy the caption—‘Please write one
sentence, in your own words, to...”).

Study 6 results
Blame choice

Consistent with Studies 5a and 5b, blame choice in response
to images and headlines was significantly less than chance
in Study 6, Z=-6.21, p<.001, r=—.43. Notably, blame
choice in response to moral images and captions in Study 6
was higher than blame choice in Studies 5a, where respond-
ents saw only moral images, Z=6.59, p <.001, r=.32,
which suggests a moderate effect of captions on blame
choice differences between study samples. Yet, in tandem
with Studies 5a and 5b, the results suggest that people show
a motivation to avoid outrage and blame when presented
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with visual depictions of transgressions, rather than engage
in outrage.

Blame choice by moral ambiguity of images

As with Studies 2 and 3, blame choice was computed for
the groups of clear and ambiguous moral transgressions in
Studies 5a and 6, where images preceded deck choices (see
Fig. 3). Replicating results from Studies 2 and 3 (which used
vignettes), paired samples Wilcoxon signed-rank tests found
that blame choice in Study 5a was significantly higher for
clear (than ambiguous) moral transgressions, Z=10.89,
p<.001, r=.74—suggesting that the level of harm and
immorality depicted in the pictures largely increases the
choice to blame individuals committing such actions.

Similarly, in Study 6, blame choice was significantly
greater for clear moral images accompanied by captions
than for ambiguous moral images accompanied by cap-
tions, Z=11.36, p <.001, r=.78. Although this transgres-
sion ambiguity difference existed within both studies,
separate one-sample Wilcoxon signed-rank tests revealed
that respondents in Study 5a chose to blame significantly
less than 50% of the time after seeing both clear moral
transgressions (Median,,,;.,=0.20, Z=-7.32, p <.001,
r=—.49) and ambiguous moral transgressions (Median-
choice=0.05, Z=—12.95, p <.001, r=—.88). In Study 6,
the rate at which participants chose the BLAME deck did
not significantly differ from chance for the clear moral
transgressions (Median,,,;.,=0.55, Z=- .28, p=.781,
r=—.02), but was significantly less than chance for the
ambiguous moral transgressions (Median,,,;.,=0.25,
Z=-11.13, p<.001, r=—.77). As revealed by Wilcoxon
rank-sum tests, blame choice for clear moral images was
significantly higher among respondents in Study 6, who
also read captions, than respondents in Study 5a, Z=5.28,
p <.001, r=.25; and similar patterns were observed
between the two study samples for ambiguous moral
images, Z=7.80, p <.001, r=.38, which suggests a small-
to-moderate effect of captions on blame choice between
samples. Overall, even though overall blame preferences
were lower in the studies using images, there is a similar
pattern within both sets of studies—blame choice tracks the
moral ambiguity of the stimuli that is read or seen.

Cognitive costs

Consistent with results from Studies 5a and 5b, paired
sample z-tests found that the BLAME deck in Study 6 felt
significantly less efficacious than the DESCRIBE deck,
#209) =—3.23, p=.001, 95% CI of M 4iference [— 45, —-111,
d=—0.23, more effortful than the DESCRIBE deck,
1(209)=6.69, p <.001, 95% CI of M jitterence [-38, .701,
d=0.46, and more aversive than the DESCRIBE deck,
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1(209)=6.53, p<.001, 95% CI of Miserence [-41, 771,
d=0.45, when images were accompanied by headlines. As
the NASA Task Load Index was administered only once in
Studies 5a to 6, we did not examine deck differences in cog-
nitive costs by the level of transgression ambiguity.

Across Studies 5a to 6, blaming felt more cognitively
challenging in the studies using visual moral stimuli, which
is opposite to what was observed in the studies using ver-
bal moral stimuli. In Studies 5a to 6, participants had to
interpret potentially unclear visual information, specifically
a “snapshot” of an individual in the midst of committing
an action. In contrast, the moral vignettes chronologically
and explicitly outline a person’s behaviors, thereby lessen-
ing the ambiguity and accentuating the harmfulness and
moral wrongfulness of their actions. Thus, it follows that,
when given the choice, respondents who view the moral
images may find it less efficacious, more difficult, and
more uncomfortable to blame the individual in the images
(and thus, avoid blaming) because it is more challenging
to construe a blameworthy action(s). While we acknowl-
edge that images might be more emotionally evocative,
the action depicted in the image is likely to be less clear
than what is depicted in vignettes. This interpretation is
consistent with the socially-regulated blame perspective
(Monroe & Malle, 2019), which underscores the role of
morally-relevant information about a norm violation (e.g.
intentionality) in the systematic and graded up- or down-
regulation of blame. Notably, the blame choice effects for
clear moral images and for ambiguous moral images were
higher in Study 6 than in Study 5a, which suggests that
the supplementing verbal information made it easier for
respondents to construe moral norm violations from the
images and subsequently blame wrongdoers. Together,
these results suggest that the willingness to blame appears
to track how cognitively costly it feels to do so.

Study 7: blame selection task with moral
vignettes and moral images

The final study extended upon prior studies and assessed
relative differences in blame choice and cognitive costs
across both moral vignettes and moral images. Whereas we
observed blame choice differences between different types
of moral stimuli across multiple studies, the current study
allowed us to compare blame choice between vignettes and
images within the same group of participants. Building on
the pattern of results observed in previous studies, we antici-
pated that participants’ blame choice would be significantly
higher for vignettes than for images. We also expected that
blaming would feel significantly more cognitively costly
(than the alternative deck) in response to images, and in con-
trast, significantly less costly (specifically more efficacious

than the alternative deck) in response to vignettes. Between
stimuli type, we anticipated that blaming would feel more
cognitively costly in response to images than to vignettes.
Finally, to confirm that the BST was engendering feelings
of outrage, we examined participants’ outrage, arousal, and
valence throughout the task to track with their choices to
blame.

Study 7 methods

In Study 7 (N=217), participants saw two blocks of moral
stimuli (i.e., images and vignettes) before the card decks
(BLAME and DESCRIBE). The order of the blocks were
randomized and counterbalanced, such that some partici-
pants (N=109) first saw the block of 15 moral images and
other participants (N=108) first saw the block of 15 moral
vignettes. In this study, we included only the clear moral
transgressions used in prior vignette and image studies to
simplify the study design. For the moral images, we used
similar pre-task instructions as Study 5a. For the moral
vignettes, we used similar pre-task instructions as Studies 1,
2, and 4a. See the Supplementary Materials for more details.

For the blocks of moral images, participants saw the
following trial-level instructions for the two deck choices,
BLAME and DESCRIBE: “Try to feel moral outrage toward
what you see in the image. Focus on the moral details of the
individual and the action they are doing. Please write one
sentence to clearly describe why the individual should be
blamed” (BLAME); and “Try to be objectively detached
toward what you see in the image. Focus on the objective
details of the individual and the action they are doing. Please
write one sentence to clearly describe what the individual
is doing” (DESCRIBE). For the blocks of moral vignettes,
participants saw the following trial-level instructions for
the two deck choices: “Try to feel moral outrage toward what
you read in the scenario. Focus on the moral details of the
individual and the action(s) they are doing. Please write one
sentence about why the individual should be blamed for this
sequence of events” (BLAME); and “Try to be objectively
detached toward what you read in the scenario. Focus on the
objective details of the individual and the action(s) they are
doing. Please write one sentence about how the individual
caused this sequence of events” (DESCRIBE). These subtle
differences in trial-level instructions between the two types
of moral stimuli were meant to retain the instructional sets
from previous studies.

After completing the chosen deck’s instructions on
each trial, participants then completed outrage, arousal,
and valence ratings. We included these ratings to exam-
ine whether participants felt more outrage and nega-
tive when choosing to blame transgressors, but also to
determine whether participants reasonably distinguished
between instructions to feel outrage against the alternative.
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Participants were asked “How outraged do you feel?”
(1 =not at all; 9 = extremely), “How calm/aroused do you
currently feel?” (1 =calm; 9 =aroused), and “How negative/
positive do you currently feel?” (1 =negative; 9 =positive)
using self-assessment manikins (Bradley & Lang, 1994; a
similar approach was used to assess state experiences in
Scheffer et al., 2021). Further, respondents in Study 7 com-
pleted to the NASA Task Load Index twice, once after the
first block of trials and once after the second block of tri-
als, in order to collect cognitive costs ratings separately for
image-based and vignette-based transgressions.

Study 7 results
Blame choice

Collapsing across the counterbalanced conditions, a paired
samples Wilcoxon signed rank test found that blame choice
for the vignettes was significantly greater than blame
choice for the images, Z=10.33, p <.001, r=.70, with a
robust effects of stimuli modality observed. See Table 1
for descriptive statistics. Within both counterbalanced con-
ditions, blame choice for the vignettes was significantly
greater than blame choice for the images (Images presented
first: Median . p;ce.yigneres = 0-47, Median y;c,.imqges = 0-20,
Z=6.71, p<.001, r=.64; Images presented second: Medi-
anchoice-vignettes = 057’ Medianchoice-images =0.1 7’ Z= 787’
p<.001, r=.76), with robust effects of stimuli modality
observed. Irrespective of the order of the block of moral
images, image-based blame choice was significantly below
chance (Images first: Z=—7.46, p<.001, r=—.71; Images
second: Z=-7.15, p<.001, r=—-.69), which replicates
our previous image-based studies (5a to 6) and suggests a
strong avoidance among participants to blame transgres-
sors depicted visually. Among participants who saw the
block of images first (before the moral vignettes), subse-
quent blame choice for the vignettes did not significantly
differ from chance, Z= —1.10, p=.272, r=—.11. Among
participants who saw the block of images second (after the
moral vignettes), preceding vignette-based blame choice was
significantly greater than chance, Z=2.13, p=.017, r=.20,
with a small-to-moderate blame choice effect observed.
Taken together, these results are similar to the blame
choice patterns observed in prior studies. Across previous
studies, we observed that participants approached blame
when moral transgressions were depicted verbally, and
avoided blame when transgressions were depicted visually.
The current study extends upon these patterns and shows
that, among the same group of participants, the choice to
blame is significantly higher for moral vignettes than for
moral images. When transgressions are presented in writ-
ten format, as opposed to visually, participants are more
likely to approach outrage and blame. Replicating previous

@ Springer

studies, image-based blame choice was significantly below
chance, whereas vignette-based blame choice was signifi-
cantly above chance.

Cognitive costs

Table 3 presents the average ratings of perceived effort,
perceived aversion, and perceived efficacy for the BLAME
and DESCRIBE deck across the image- and vignette-based
transgressions in Study 7. As cognitive costs were meas-
ured twice, once after each block of moral stimuli, we con-
ducted three 2 x 2 repeated measures ANOVAs to examine
whether differences between BLAME and DESCRIBE
decks in effort, aversion, and efficacy were moderated by
the type of moral stimuli presented to participants. There
was a significant interaction between deck (BLAME,
DESCRIBE) and stimuli type (images, vignettes) on rat-
ings of efficacy, F(1, 216)=37.67, p<.001, np2=.15, and
aversion, F(1,216)=4.27, p=.040, np2 =.02, but not effort,
F(1,216)=2.61, p=.108,n,>=.01.

With respect to efficacy, follow-up pairwise comparisons
revealed that the BLAME deck felt significantly more effica-
cious than the DESCRIBE deck after the block of vignette-
based transgressions (Mdifference = '25’ SEdifference = 08’
p=.003), and felt significantly less efficacious than the
DESCRIBE deck after the block of image-based transgres-
sions (M gigrerence = — -89, SE gigterence = -09, p <.001). Also, the
BLAME deck had significantly higher efficacy ratings after
the vignette-based trials, compared to after the image-based
trials (M gigrerence = -0 SE gifterence = -08, p <.001), whereas the
DESCRIBE deck had significantly higher efficacy ratings
after the image-based trials, compared to after the vignette-
based trials (M gifrerence = 495 SEitrerence = -06, p <.001). For
aversion, the BLAME deck felt significantly more aversive
than the DESCRIBE deck after both the vignettes-block
(Mdifference =.42, SEdifference =.09, p< .001) and images'
block (M gigrerence = -055 SE difrerence = -09, p <.001), with the
difference between decks being stronger for the image-based

Table3 Mean NASA Task Load Index Ratings for BLAME and
Alternative decks: Split by Moral Stimuli depicting Transgressions in
Study 7

M (SD): Study 7 Moral Images Moral Vignettes

Perceived Effort:

BLAME deck 3.57 (1.29) 3.51 (1.20)
DESCRIBE deck 3.24(1.22) 3.35(1.21)
Perceived Aversion:

BLAME deck 3.22 (1.40) 3.06 (1.40)
DESCRIBE deck 2.57 (1.29) 2.64 (1.33)
Perceived Efficacy:

BLAME deck 3.41(1.28) 4.06 (0.91)
DESCRIBE deck 4.30 (0.73) 3.81(1.12)
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transgressions. The BLAME deck felt marginally more aver-
sive after the images-block than after the vignettes-block
(Mdifference = '16’ SEdifference = 08’ pP= 053)5 the DESCRIBE
deck’s level of aversion did not significantly differ between
stimuli type (M gigerence = — -07. SEitterence = -09, p=.423).
Finally, there was a significant main effect for deck on per-
ceived effort, F(1,216)=11.89, p=.001, np2= .05, such that
the BLAME deck felt significantly more effortful than the
DESCRIBE deck, irrespective of the moral stimuli shown
(see Table 3 for mean estimates).

In summary, these findings are consistent with prior
vignette-based and image-based studies. The BLAME
deck felt significantly less costly (more efficacious) than
the DESCRIBE deck when participants read the moral
vignettes, but felt significantly more cognitive costly (more
effortful, aversive, and inefficacious) than the DESCRIBE
deck when participants saw the moral images. Moreover,
between both types of moral stimuli, the BLAME felt less
costly to use (specifically, more efficacious and less aversive)

Table 4 Multilevel Models Predicting Changes in Outrage, Arousal,
and Valence from Choice and Stimuli Type: Study 7

when people saw vignettes (as opposed to images), which
suggests a greater felt cost to blaming transgressors depicted
in images.

Outrage and state affect ratings

Finally, we examined the degree to which choosing blame
influenced ratings of outrage, arousal, and valence, addi-
tionally modeling the interaction between deck choice and
moral stimuli type (image, vignette). For this analysis, we
conducted multilevel models using SPSS MIXED, nest-
ing trials within participants. Each model (N observa-
tions =6510) predicted changes in state ratings (outrage,
arousal or valence) from choice (describe =0, blame=1),
type of moral stimuli (vignettes=— 1, images=1), and the
interactive effect of choice and type of moral stimuli. Each
model included the fixed effects of intercept, choice, stimuli
type, and the interaction term, as well as a random intercept.
In this main analysis, we did not model repeated measure of
time because of the blocking of the stimuli type manipula-
tion (confounding stimuli condition with time).* Details of
these analyses are presented in Table 4 (Type III Tests of
Fixed Effects) and Table 5 (Estimated Marginal Means).

Outcome  Effect F df P The estimates of fixed effects noted below are based
Outrage: Choice 124873 641045 <.001 on when the choice=0 (i.e., when the DESCRIBE deck
Stimuli Type 7.59 6305.84 .006 is selected) and when stimuli type= —1 (i.e., when
Choice * Stimuli Type ~ 19.98 6336.11 <.001 vignettes are shown). With the contrast between blame
Arousal: Choice 75550  6395.17 <.001 and objective detachment, there were significant effects
Stimuli Type 131.91 6303.62 <.001 of deck ChOiCﬁ, B=— 223, SE= 08, r=— 2731, p< 001,
Choice * Stimuli Type .25 632950 615 95% CI [—2.39,—2.07], moral stimuli type, B=-.37,
Valence:  Choice 31936 639294  <.001 SE=.08, 1=-4.53, p<.001, 95% CI [-.53,—.21], and the
Stimuli Type 60.50 6303.15 <.001 choice X stimuli type interaction, B=.46, SE=.10, t=4.47,
Choice * Stimuli Type ~ 4.63 6328.46 .032 p< .001, 95% CI [.26, .67], on changes in outrage. Simi-
larly, there were significant effects of deck choice, B=.85,
The table presents Type I1I Tests of Fixed Effects SE=.06,t=13.75, p<.001, 95% CI .73, .98], moral stimuli
Table5 Estimated Marginal Outcome  Stimuli Type BLAME deck: M (SE)  DESCRIBE  p 95% CI My
Meal.'ls from Multlleyel Models deck: M (SE) -
Predicting Changes in Outrage,
Arousal, and Valence from Outrage:  Vignette 6.24 (.13) 4.47(.13) <.001 [1.63, 1.91]
sh‘”ce and Stimuli Type: Study Image 6.61 (.14) 4.38 (.13) <001  [2.07,2.39]
Arousal: Vignette 5.07 (.13) 3.62 (.13) <.001 [1.32, 1.59]
Image 5.65 (.14) 4.14 (.13) <.001 [1.35, 1.66]
Valence: Vignette 2.81 (.11) 3.50 (.11) <.001 [—0.79,—-0.58]
Image 243 (.11) 329 (.11) <.001  [-0.98,—0.73]

3 In secondary analyses, which modelled time as a repeated meas-
ure with an autoregressive covariance structure (time was coded to
reflect trials 1-30, such that trials 1-15 reflect image-based trans-
gressions for some participants and vignette-based transgressions
for other participants, and vice versa for trials 16-30), results for the
choice X stimuli type interactions were similar for the fixed effects and
pairwise comparisons between estimated marginal means.
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Table 6 Meta-analytic Correlations between Blame Choice, Cognitive Costs, Norms and Individual Differences

Measure Blame Choice  p Effort p Aversion p Efficacy P
Blame Choice - —-.12[-.17,-.06] <.001 —-.14[-.19,—.09] <.001 .507[.43,.56] <.001
Descriptive Norm 46 [.40, .51] <.001 -.17[-.23,-.11] <.001 -.14[-.19,—.09] <.001 .33[.26,.39] <.001
Injunctive Norm .10 [.05, .15] <.001 —-.02[-.08,.05] 622 —.02 [-.07, .03] .348 .09 [.04, .14] <.001
Personal Desire 29 [.21, .36] <.001 —-.05[-.11,.02] 153 —.11[-.16, .06] <.001 .23 1.18, .28] <.001
Moral Convictions .30 [.20, .40] <.001 —.04[-.09,.02] 157 —.04 [-.09, .01] 119 17 [.10, .24] <.001
Symbolization .15[.09, .22] <.001  —-.03[-.09,.03] 327 —.04 [-.10, .01] 132 .14 1.09, .19] <.001
Internalization .03 [-.04,.09] 411 —.03[-.07,.02] 323 .00 [-.05, .05] 973 —.04[-.10,.03] 322
Empathy 12 [.04, .20] .005 —.02 [-.09, .04] 456 —.04 [-.10, .03] 242 .09 [.03, .15] .003
Beh. Contagion .09 [.02, .15] .009 .01 [-.05, .07] 75 —.01 [-.04, .06] 675 .07 [.02, .13] .005

Meta-analytic effects reflect Pearson’s r correlations, with 95% confidence intervals presented. Perceived Effort, Aversion, and Efficacy, as well
as Descriptive and Injunctive norms, reflect difference scores (Blame deck — Alternative deck). For Blame Choice correlations involving NASA
ratings of Effort, Aversion, and Efficacy, Moral Convictions, Empathy, Behavioral Contagion, Ns=1672. For Blame Choice correlations involv-
ing Symbolization (moral identity subscale), Internalization (moral identity subscale), Descriptive Norm, Injunctive Norm, and Personal Desire,
Ns=1570. In Studies 3 and 7, blame choice and cognitive cost measures are averaged across the within-subjects transgression ambiguity condi-
tion (Study 3: clear, ambiguous) and stimuli type condition (Study 7: images, vignettes)

type, B=.38, SE=.06, t=6.13, p<.001, 95% CI [.26, .50],
and the choice X stimuli type interaction, B=—.17, SE=.08,
t=-2.15, p=.032, 95% CI [-.32,—.02], on changes in
valence. Participants reported lower levels of outrage and
increased positive valence after choosing the DESCRIBE
deck (than after choosing the BLAME deck) and these dif-
ferences were amplified on trials involving moral vignettes
(compared to moral images). Put differently, participants
felt more outrage and negative valence after choosing the
BLAME deck (versus the DESCRIBE deck) and these dif-
ferences were amplified on trials involving moral images
(compared to moral vignettes). For arousal, there were sig-
nificant effects for choice, B=—1.50, SE=.08, t=—19.36,
p<.001,95% CI [ 1.66, — 1.35], and stimuli type, B=—.57,
SE=.08, t=-"17.35,p<.001,95% CI [—.72,— .42], but not for
the choice x stimuli type interaction, B=.05, SE=.10, t=.50,
p=.615,95% CI [ .14, .24]. Likewise, participants reported
higher levels of arousal after choosing the BLAME deck (than
after choosing the DESCRIBE deck) and they reported higher
levels of arousal after seeing the moral images (than after
reading the moral vignettes). In summary, participants who
chose blame felt more outraged, more negative, and more
aroused (as opposed to calm), providing further evidence that
blame regulation had consequences for generating outrage.
These results also provide a manipulation check: Choosing to
blame (instead of remaining objectively detached) led partici-
pants to feel more outrage towards the transgressor.

Meta-analytic associations of blame choice
with cognitive costs, norms, and individual
differences

In this section, we explored the relationships between blame

choice and perceived cognitive costs measured with the NASA
Task Load Index, which allowed us to test the hypothesis that
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to the degree that participants felt blaming (relative to the alter-
native deck) was cognitively costly, they would not choose to
blame wrongdoers. Although overall blame choice patterns dif-
fered between the studies using vignettes and the studies using
images, it does not preclude the possibility that blame choice
would have consistent associations with other constructs across
studies, such as people’s felt cognitive costs. In order to garner
more statistical power, we computed meta-analytic correlations
across all studies of blame choice with: perceived cognitive costs
measured by the NASA Task Load Index (i.e., perceived effort,
aversion, and efficacy assigned to the BLAME deck versus the
alternative deck); and with descriptive, injunctive, and personal
norms about blaming (versus the alternative deck). We also
computed the meta-analytic correlations of blame choice with
stable individual differences measured across the studies, such
as moral convictions (Moral Convictions Scale; Skitka, 2010),
moral identity (Moral Identity Scale; Aquino & Reed, 2002),
and empathy (Empathy Index; Jordan et al., 2016a).

For the NASA cognitive costs indices and descriptive and
injunctive norms, difference scores between the BLAME deck
and the alternative deck were computed (e.g., “BLAME deck
Perceived Effort” minus “Alternative deck Perceived Effort™).
The Hedges—Olkin method (Borenstein et al., 2009) calculated
an overall correlation coefficient (r) from the set of correlations
across all studies (using Comprehensive Meta-Analysis; Boren-
stein et al., 2013). Table 6 summarizes the meta-analytic effects,
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Fig.6 Associations of Blame Choice with Descriptive, Injunctive, and Personal Norms about Blaming (versus Objectivity or Empathy)

including the 95% confidence intervals. Table S9 in the Sup-
plementary Materials presents the within-study correlations of
blame choice with all of the above-noted measures.

First, with respect to cognitive costs,* blame choice was
negatively related to perceived effort, Z=—3.85, r=—.12,
p<.001, 95% CI[-.17,—.06], and perceived aversion,
Z=-527,r=-.14,p<.001,95% CI[-.19,—.09]. Blame
choice was positively related to perceived efficacy, Z=12.64,
r=.50, p<.001, 95% CI [.43, .56]. In other words, respond-
ents were less likely to choose the BLAME deck when they
viewed the deck as more effortful and aversive, as well as
less efficacious, than the DESCRIBE or FEEL deck. Figure 5

4 Given the different patterns of blame choice between the vignette
and image studies, we also report separate meta-analytic correla-
tions between blame choice and cognitive costs for the vignette and
images studies, as the NASA Task Load Index items were rated based
on the BST that respondents completed prior. The following patterns
were observed within each study set: Vignette studies (blame choice
with perceived effort: r=—.13, p<.001; blame choice with per-
ceived aversion: r=—.19, p<.001; blame choice with perceived effi-
cacy: r=.55, p<.001) and Image studies (blame choice with effort:
r=—.05, p=.480; blame choice with aversion: r=-.05, p=.151;
blame choice with efficacy: r=.41, p<.001).

displays each of these associations aggregated across
all studies. Tests of the difference between two dependent
correlations (with one variable in common; Steiger, 1980)
revealed that the association of blame choice with perceived
efficacy was significantly more robust than the associations
of blame choice with perceived effort, Z=17.51, p <.001,
and perceived aversion, Z=18.08, p <.001. Taken together,
these results provide further support for our prediction that
the cognitive costs of blaming—especially felt efficacy—
are related with respondents’ choices to blame individu-
als. One’s choice to feel outrage and blame transgressors
is linked to the degree that doing so feels less effortful,
less aversive, and more efficacious than being objective or
empathizing.
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Second, blame choice was positively associated with all
social and personal blaming norms” i.e., the descriptive norm
difference score, Z=13.67, r=.46, p<.001, 95% CI [.40,
.51], the injunctive norm difference score, Z=4.08, r=.10,
p<.001,95% CI [.05, .15], and the personal belief that blam-
ing is more desirable than the alternative choice, Z=7.36,
r=.29, p<.001, 95% CI [.21, .36]. That is, to the degree
that respondents believed that other participants choose the
BLAME deck, as opposed to the DESCRIBE or FEEL deck,
there was a moderate-to-large increase in respondents’ own
blame choice. To the extent that other participants believe
that blaming, as opposed to remaining objective or empa-
thizing, is a “good thing”, there was a small increase in
respondents’ own blame choice. Finally, to the degree that
respondents personally believed that blaming was more desir-
able than being objective or empathic, there was a moderate
increase in their blame choice. Figure 6 displays each of these
associations aggregated across all studies. These correlations
of blame choice with descriptive and injunctive social norms
are consistent with results that highlight the signalling func-
tion of expressing moral outrage (Jordan et al., 2016b), as
well as results that demonstrate the link between group pref-
erences to punish and respondents’ own punitive decisions
when tasked with restoring justice (Son et al., 2019). Here,
the choice to blame appears to track the social value of doing
so. Given that these are only correlational results, it is possi-
ble that social and personal norm ratings reflect respondents’
post-hoc justifications of blame choices made earlier in the
task.

Lastly, blame choice was positively associated with moral
convictions, Z=5.61, r=.30, p<.001, 95% CI [.20, .40], and
symbolized moral identity, Z=4.84, r=.15, p<.001, 95% CI
[.09, .22], but not with internalized moral identity, Z=.82,
r=.03, p=.411, 95% CI[—.04, .09]. In other words, par-
ticipants who reported having stronger moral convictions
engaged by the task demonstrated a moderate increase in
their choice to blame; and among participants who reported
engaging in actions that socially and symbolically demon-
strate their moral identity (i.e., behaving in ways that reflect
moral traits), there was a modest increase in blame choice.
Blame choice was also positively, though weakly, associ-
ated with both subscales of the Empathy Index: Empathy,

> While we have presented the overall meta-analytic correlations, we
also report separate meta-analytic correlations between blame choice
and social/personal norms for the vignette and images studies, as
the norm items were rated based on the BST that respondents com-
pleted prior. The following patterns were observed within each study
set: Vignette studies (blame choice with descriptive norms: r=.48,
p <.001; blame choice with injunctive norms: r=.09, p=.006; blame
choice with personal norms: r=.29, p<.001) and Image studies
(blame choice with descriptive norms: r=.39, p <.001; blame choice
with injunctive norms: r=.11, p=.001; blame choice with personal
norms: r=.27, p<.001).

@ Springer

Z=2.84,r=.12, p=.005, 95% CI [.04, .20], and Behavio-
ral Contagion, Z=2.60, r=.09, p=.009, 95% CI [.02, .15].
These results suggest that participants more prone to taking
on others’ feelings and behaviors have a modest increase in
the tendency to blame perpetrators of transgressions. Finally,
blame choice was positively associated with the Blame
Intensity Inventory (Gill & Cerce, 2021), r=.21, p=.002
(included only in Study 7), which suggests that participants
with a propensity to experience hostile affect and reactions
towards wrongdoers demonstrated a small-to-moderate
increase in their choice to blame wrongdoers. The correla-
tions of blame choice with blaming norms and with multiple
indices of moral personality provide evidence for the conver-
gent validity for the BST.

Taken as a whole, these results suggest that respondents’
felt cognitive costs, their prescribed norms about blam-
ing, as well as their moral personality and empathic traits
were related to their blame choice. The choice to blame the
individuals depicted in the moral stimuli was most strongly
linked to the perceived efficacy of the BLAME deck and to
the belief that other participants would choose the BLAME
deck (as opposed to the alternative option).

Discussion

Moral norm violations cause people to experience moral
outrage and to express it in various ways (Crockett, 2017),
such as shaming/dehumanizing, punishing, or blaming.
These forms of expressing outrage are less than moderately
related to one another (r’s <.30; see Bastian et al., 2013
for more information), which suggests that a considerable
amount of variance between shaming/dehumanizing, pun-
ishing, and blaming remains unexplained and that these are
distinct enough demonstrations of outrage in response to
norm violations. Yet, despite its moralistic implications (see
Crockett, 2017), there is still little empirical work not only
on the phenomenon of outrage fatigue but also on the role of
motivated cognition on expressing outrage via blame. Social
costs alter blame judgments, even when people’s cognitive
resources are depleted (Monroe & Malle, 2019). But how
do the inherent cognitive costs of blaming relate to peo-
ple’s decisions towards moral outrage and blame? Here, we
examined how felt cognitive costs associate with the choice
to express outrage through blame.

Taking our cues from the Law of Least Effort (Hull, 1943;
Kool et al., 2010), we developed a free-choice measure of
blame-proneness—the BST—to observe how motivated
respondents were to generate outrage and blame individuals
committing moral transgressions. This task allows people to
select whether they want to enter into situations (i.e., situa-
tion selection; Gross & Thompson, 2007) that call for out-
rage cultivation and blaming, and it has parallels to everyday
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examples of either avoiding news about tragedies and harms
or consciously “doom-scrolling” to up-regulate outrage (fre-
quently observed on Twitter; see Miller, 2020). The BST
relies on behavioral measurement of outrage and blame as
people choose to regulate it, rather than participants’ self-
reports. This free-choice approach provides a novel method
for understanding motivated regulation of blame and its
associated cognitive costs.

With respect to blame choice patterns, participants pre-
ferred to blame at a rate greater than 50% in the studies
that used moral vignettes. Most notably, when the decks
preceded the vignettes, respondents displayed a significant
small-to-moderate preference to choose the BLAME deck—
irrespective of if the alternative choice was to objectively
write about how the individual caused the sequence of events
or to empathically write about the individual’s feelings and
thoughts. In other words, participants made the choice
to express outrage through blame, as opposed to remain
objective or to feel empathy, even before reading the moral
vignette and the individual’s behavior(s). Irrespective of the
alternative deck, participants also displayed a significant
blame preference when the vignettes preceded the decks.
Particularly, they displayed a significantly higher preference
to choose the BLAME deck when the vignettes were bla-
tantly harmful and immoral (clear moral transgressions) than
when the moral transgressions were ambiguous, with a very
large effect of moral ambiguity on blame choice observed.
Whereas participants blamed significantly more than 50% of
the time for the clear moral violations, with a large blame
choice effect observed, they did not show a preference for
blaming individuals of ambiguous moral violations, with
a very small blame choice effect observed. These findings
extend upon those by Jordan and Kteily (2020) by examin-
ing people’s personal regulation of outrage—outside of the
perceived reputational incentives of outrage—and they run
parallel with literature that links observers’ perceived harm
of wrongdoings to the severity of their retributive punish-
ment of transgressors (e.g., Darley & Pittman, 2003).

In contrast, within the studies that used moral images,
individuals chose to blame individuals at a rate significantly
less than 50%—irrespective of if the decks preceded or fol-
lowed the images; here, a moderate-to-very large blame
avoidance effect was observed. In studies where the decks
followed the moral images (Studies 5a and 6), blame selec-
tion was significantly greater for clear moral transgres-
sions—replicating results from the moral vignette stud-
ies—with a very large effect of moral ambiguity on blame
choice. Yet, in contrast to the vignette studies, blame choice
for both clear and ambiguous moral images did not signifi-
cantly exceed chance. Together, these blame choice findings
suggest that the change in moral stimuli, from vignettes to
images, contributed to participants’ avoidance of blaming
the people depicted in the stimuli. Indeed, Study 7 found

that blame choice for vignette-based moral transgressions
was significantly greater than blame choice for image-based
moral transgressors among the same group of participants,
suggesting a motivation towards blaming when actions are
depicted verbally, as opposed to visually. Of note, blame
choice for the vignette-based trials exceeded chance when
these trials preceded the image-based trials, but did not
exceed chance when these trials were preceded by the image-
based trials. This pattern could potentially be accounted for
by a “carryover effect” of blame avoidance. That is, among
those who first saw the block of moral images, it is possible
that these participants were less motivated to subsequently
blame for the moral vignettes because they had developed a
pattern of low blame choice for the images.

Notably, these studies are among the first to examine
whether generating outrage and blame feels cognitively
costly—without any external manipulations of effort (Ames
& Fiske, 2015). Our results are the first to examine whether
and to what degree cognitive costs relate to this moralizing
process. The consistent finding across the studies that used
moral vignettes was that blaming felt more efficacious than
the alternative choice, which could account for why par-
ticipants’ blame choice exceeded chance in these studies.
Across the studies that used moral images, blaming felt less
efficacious and more effortful and aversive than the alter-
native choice, which could account for why participants’
blame choice did not exceed chance in these studies. In
Study 7, blaming felt more efficacious and less aversive after
the vignette-based trials than after the image-based trials,
which implies that it felt more costly to generate outrage and
blame when transgressions were depicted visually (versus
visually). The meta-analytic associations found that people
were less likely to choose the BLAME deck when it felt
more cognitively effortful and aversive than the alternative
deck, and more likely to choose BLAME when it felt more
efficacious. Our results are the first to suggest that blaming
relates to how cognitively costly it feels to do so.

Of the three facets of cognitive costs measured by the
NASA Task Load Index, perceived efficacy was the strong-
est correlate of blame choice—across all studies and within
each study set (vignettes and images). Indeed, squaring each
correlation suggests that respondents’ perceived efficacy of
the BLAME deck accounted for 16.81-t0-30.25% of the vari-
ance in their choice to blame, compared to 0.25-to-1.69%
and 0.25-t0-3.61% of the variance from perceived effort and
perceived aversion, respectively. This indicates that one’s
perceived inefficacy of blaming (versus remaining objective
or empathizing) is a more critical aspect of cognitive work
in the choice to express outrage and blame than one’s per-
ceived effort and aversion. One might desire to avoid inac-
curate moral decisions due to the social costs (Jordan et al.,
2016b; Kundu & Cummins, 2013), but our results highlight
the link between one’s choice to blame and how inherently
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successful or worthwhile blaming feels. This finding is likely
to have important moralistic implications, as people’s per-
ceptions of efficacy have been found to bolster their commit-
ment to collective pro-social actions within moral contexts
(Thomas & McGarty, 2009).

Across studies and regardless of stimulus modality, par-
ticipants were more likely to choose to blame for clear moral
transgressions than for ambiguous transgressions, and the
differences in felt cognitive costs across transgression type
noted in Study 3 might suggest one reason why. For clear
moral transgressions in Study 3, participants rated blam-
ing as significantly more efficacious and less effortful. For
ambiguous moral transgressions, where there might be con-
flicting ideas about how to respond, the cognitive ease of
blame reduced. Moreover, when faced with more equivo-
cal stimuli in general—the visual depictions of transgres-
sions—participants avoided blaming instead of choosing it.
The cognitive cost differences between decks observed in the
studies that used images, as well as the differences between
the vignette- and image-based trials in blame-related efficacy
and aversion found in Study 7, suggest that the uncertainty
involved with interpreting visual stimuli made blaming more
cognitively demanding. The socially-regulated blame per-
spective posits that blame must be warranted by morally-
relevant information in order for individuals to circumvent
the social costs of blaming (Monroe & Malle, 2019), and
this is relevant in light of the meta-analytic correlations
between social norms and blame choice. Across all studies,
participants’ responses were anonymous and their choices
were not shared with others. As such, the blame choice pat-
terns between clear versus ambiguous moral transgressions
and between the studies that used vignettes versus images
suggest that, even in the absence of social costs, people
are sensitive to whether or not there is sufficient warrant
to blame wrongdoers. This, in turn, could account for the
higher cognitive costs attached to blame in the image-based
studies and the larger blame avoidance in these studies.

Although much work has explored how external factors
influence blame judgements (i.e., transgressor causality,
intentionality, preventability, harm, other circumstances,
etc.; Malle et al., 2014), very little work has examined
individuals’ baseline preferences to blame and how such
preferences track features of the context (i.e., stimuli type,
transgression ambiguity, and alternative deck) in interaction
with individual characteristics. Supporting the claim that the
BST captures the motivation to moralize, participants more
deeply convicted in their moral principles and beliefs about
fundamental right and wrong (moral convictions) showed a
greater tendency to choose to blame across studies. Relat-
edly, Study 7 found that those prone to experiencing hostile
affect towards offenders (blame intensity) chose to blame
more. Moreover, blame choice appeared sensitive to social
aspects of moralizing, with blame selection associating with
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individuals’ desire to act in accordance with moral traits for
its social and public consequences (symbolic moral iden-
tity). Further, participants more prone to take on the feelings
(empathy) and manners (behavioral contagion) of others
demonstrated higher blame preference, which suggests that,
in the context of expressing outrage, empathic individuals
are choosing to empathize with the victims of transgressions,
not the perpetrators. As noted above, blame choice appeared
sensitive to individuals’ descriptive and injunctive norms
about whether other people choose to blame and value blame
over remaining objective or empathizing, as well personal
beliefs about the appeal of blame. These results not only
cohere with other results that suggest a strong signalling
function for expressing outrage (e.g., Jordan et al., 2016b)
and a strong link between group preferences for expressing
outrage and one’s own decisions (Son et al., 2019), but also
highlight another pathway through which people commit to
collective moral action—group norms (Thomas & McGarty,
2009). Taken as a whole, the associations of blame choice
with all of these individual difference measures provide sup-
port for the convergent validity of the BST.

When modelling the interactive effect of choice (blame,
describe) and stimuli type (vignettes and images) on
changes in outrage, arousal, and valence in Study 7, the
multilevel models found that participants reported higher
outrage and negative valence after choosing to blame (than
describe), and that these differences were most pronounced
on the trials that used moral images. Additionally, partici-
pants’ arousal levels were higher after choosing to blame (as
opposed to describe) and after seeing moral images (than
after reading moral vignettes). The effects of choice on
increases in outrage, arousal, and negative valence provides
support for the construct validity of the BST: Participants
had different levels of outrage, arousal, and valence when
choosing blame instead of objectivity, which suggests that
the directions participants were provided, when chosen, led
to different outrage responses. Interestingly, even though
images provoked increases in outrage, negative valence, and
arousal, participants chose to blame at a rate significantly
less than chance for the image-based transgressions. We
posit that the blame choice for images is lower than chance
because the action depicted in the image may be more dif-
ficult to construe and hence, more difficult to blame. Given
the links between affective intensity and people’s level of
cognitive flexibility and processing (e.g., Hsieh & Lin,
2019; Vasquez-Rosati et al., 2019), it is additionally plau-
sible that these engendered negative emotions (i.e., outrage)
hindered respondents’ ability to construe the wrongdoing
and/or generate valid reasons as to why the person depicted
in the image should be blamed for their actions, which,
in turn, contributed to a stronger blame avoidance among
respondents.
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Limitations and future directions

We acknowledge that task demand or felt cognitive costs
may not deter blaming if individuals’ motivations to blame
have not been satisfied. For example, intentional harm-doings
elicit the motivation to blame, condemn, and punish the
harm-doers, and motivated participants will initially raise
their level of effort to match the increasing task demands
to express outrage (Ames & Fiske, 2015). Further, whether
or not people find blaming to be demanding will likely vary
depending on the context. We varied the contrast deck (i.e.,
objectivity or empathy) and whether individuals were mor-
alizing specific actions (i.e., moral stimuli before choice) or
moralizing in general (i.e., moral stimuli after choice), and
these did not make a substantial impact on blame choice.
Nevertheless, there could be other contextual factors, such as
the amount of causal and mental information provided about
the transgressions, that matter for moral decision-making and
associated felt cognitive costs. Moreover, some work finds
that costly punishment can signal trust to others, but that this
changes when costly helping is provided as an alternative
behavioral option (Jordan et al., 2016b). This finding suggests
that individuals may be sensitive to the signalling value of
outrage expression (versus empathy) in social interactions,
and future studies might productively explore how people
anticipate the social impact of effort-based choices to select
or avoid blame. Importantly, we acknowledge that the results
of the current study do not generalize to all demonstrations
of moral outrage. Thus, future iterations of the task will want
to explore participants’ baseline motivations to shame/dehu-
manize or to punish transgressors, the felt cognitive costs
associated with these different ways of expressing outrage,
and if such costs differ from those observed with blaming.
In the current studies, the repeated-measures assessment
of blame choice during the BST precluded us from exam-
ining the cognitive costs of each deck until after the task
was completed and all blame choices had been made. As
such, we acknowledge that this leaves open the possibility
that cognitive dissonance led those participants who fre-
quently chose to blame to perceive blaming as less cogni-
tively costly (than the alternative deck) after the task, than
those participants who did not blame as frequently. That is,
participants’ post-task rationalization for choosing to blame
could account for the relationship between blame choice and
ratings of cognitive costs. Exploratory analyses in Study 3
suggest that, among respondents who first read the block of
ambiguous moral transgressions, their blame choice during
the second half of the BST was linked to the degree to which
blaming felt less aversive (r=—.27, p=.007), less effortful
(r=-.30, p=.001), and more efficacious (r=.32, p=.001)
than empathy during the first half of the BST (while sta-
tistically controlling for cognitive cost differences during
the second half of the task). A similar pattern was observed

between felt efficacy and subsequent blame choice (r=.25,
p=.013) among respondents who first read the clear trans-
gressions. While these exploratory results suggest that people
avoid blaming when it feels more cognitively costly, they also
underscore the need to further explore how blame choice and
felt cognitive costs causally influence each other. As recent
work finds that experimentally increasing felt efficacy elimi-
nates empathy avoidance (Cameron et al., 2019), it is possi-
ble that manipulating the efficacy of blaming might similarly
shape choices to blame. Future work should utilize proce-
dures to experimentally increase or decrease the felt cognitive
costs of blaming and examine how this subsequently impacts
blame selection.

Finally, we acknowledge that the BST, in its current
iterations, may have low external validity and applicabil-
ity to everyday contexts of outrage, such as the kinds of
outrage observed on social media (e.g., posting, repost-
ing, ‘liking’, or ‘reacting’ to content). Although the current
variations of the BST may lack some degree of external
validity, there are trade-offs between external and inter-
nal validity (see Aronson et al., 1998), and we argue that
this concern of external validity may still be tolerable if a
research method can provide an internally valid test of the
research questions of interest (i.e., by providing a struc-
tured assessment of how individuals chose to engage with
outrage/blaming or not). In other words, there can, at times,
be advantages of a context-limited method if such method
provides a useful and valid test of psychological phenom-
ena. Also, the repeated measurement of choices within our
task builds from previous work that uses repeated trials to
establish reliable estimates of behavioral preferences (e.g.,
Kool et al., 2010). Along with the realistic examples of
moral transgressions depicted verbally and visually, our
task is representative of the types of moral stimuli (e.g.,
images, brief verbal descriptions) and moral wrongdoings
(e.g., racism, infidelity) that people encounter on online
platforms, as well as the frequency of the encounters that
people have with such moral content on these platforms
(e.g., Crockett, 2017; Hofmann et al., 2014).

Although we did not examine real-world outrage behav-
iors (e.g., retweeting), it is promising that our work com-
pliments emerging work on real-world behaviors on social
media. For instance, studies reveal that Twitter posts with
moral outrage (Brady et al., 2020a, b) or hostility towards
perceived wrongdoers (e.g., political opponents; Rathje et al.,
2021) are more frequently distributed online and that people
choose to associate with others who express more extreme
levels of outrage online (Goldenberg et al., 2020). To further
establish the validity of the BST, future studies will want to
examine the link between individuals’ blame choice behav-
iors during the task and their outrage-related behaviors in
real-world contexts.
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Conclusions

Are feeling outrage and blaming effortless and intuitive,
or effortful and fatiguing? When confronted with written
accounts of clear moral transgressions, individuals show
a preference to blame and they feel more efficacious and
skilled at doing so, in comparison to objectively or empathi-
cally engaging with written indiscretions. When confronted
with visual depictions of moral transgressions, individuals
avoid blaming and they feel less efficacious and skilled at
doing so, as well as more cognitively taxed and negative.
It feels cognitive easier to blame when moral wrongdoings
are depicted verbally, as opposed to visually, and thus, when
individuals encounter both types of moral content, they
show a blame choice preference towards verbal informa-
tion. Yet, our studies are the first to demonstrate that even
as the choice to blame and its felt cognitive costs vary across
contexts, these two experiences track together clearly: Indi-
viduals choose to blame more often when it feels less effort-
ful, less aversive, and particularly more efficacious. Outrage
and blame may seem easy or intuitive to engage in, given
the platforms and influx of offensive and immoral stories
that are accessible to individuals. Our research advances the
study of blame by suggesting that individuals choose to feel
outrage and blame when it feels like cognitive ease, rather
than cognitive work.
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