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Abstract

The aim of the current research was to investigate the mental mechanisms of decision-making
in moral dilemmas. The objectives of this study were: (1) to see the effect of the ethical
principles of double effect and personal contact on the participants’ decision-making, (2) the
relationship of immediate emotions with ethical decision-making, and (3) to examine the level
of people's awareness of the underlying principles of their ethical decisions under time
constraints. Mixed-methods design was used in this study. Research instruments included
three scenarios adapted from similar studies. The statistical population included students
active in virtual networks of national universities in Tehran. A number of 129 subjects were
selected using convenience sampling. For statistical analysis, variance test analysis, Tukey's
post hoc test, and Pearson's correlation coefficient were utilized. The research results showed
the significant effect of both mentioned principles on the participants’ ethical decision making
(p<0.001). Also, there was a positive correlation (p<0.01) between the degree of moral
acceptability and the pleasant emotion about the moral events that occurred in the scenarios
under time constraints. From the findings, it can be concluded that ethical decision-making
depends on a dual system: 1- an intuitive, automatic, immediate, universal and emotion-based
system, which is a function of fundamental mental mechanisms, and 2- a logical system,
which is the result of conscious thinking and creates justifications for immediate moral
decisions.

Keywords: principle of double effect; principle of personal contact; Intuitive ethics; ethical
decision making; Evolutionary ethics.

Introduction

In recent years, Social Intuitionist Model
of Moral Judgment has been proposed based
on the evolutionary perspective. According
to this approach, people first make decisions
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intuitively and then provide reasons for their
decision and in many cases, they experience
Moral Dumbfounding (Haidt, 2001; Haidlt,
2007). In this regard, studies using Trolley
Dilemma were conducted in different
cultures in order to examine the three ethical
principles of " action or action-inaction or
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action-omission", "personal contact”, and
"double effect”, which are thought to be the
mechanisms governing the intuitive and
immediate moral decisions of people (e.g.,
Abarbanell & Hauser, 2010; Arutyunova &
Hauser 2013; Cushman et al, 2006; Hauser
et al, 2007; Petrinovich et al, 1993;
Aghababaie and Hatami, 2011; Bazram,
2022). The results of these studies showed
that besides the fact that "personal contact
principle” and " double effect principle™ are
universal and culture-independent
mechanisms, people are not aware of the
aforementioned principles that govern their
decisions.

The following part talks about the focus
of the current study. Previous studies were
mainly conducted in western cultures. Also,
the effect of each of the principles of
"action”, "personal contact”, and "double
effect” has been investigated alone, and the
cumulative effect of the above principles on
ethical decisions has been neglected.
According to the idea that immediate moral
decisions are made based on inner intuition
and immediate emotions while facing moral
dilemmas, the relationship between inner
feelings or immediate emotions with the
moral judgment of subjects was not
examined. In addition, in that study, only the
effect of the "double effect principle™ and the
unlimited time opportunity for the
participants to think have been investigated.

Based on what has been stated, the study
has pursued three goals: (1) examining the
relationship between the "acceptability level”
of an ethical act and the "pleasantness level"
as representatives of the participant's inner
sense in time-limited conditions, (2)
examining the effect of the principles
"personal contact" and "double effect” on the
level of "pleasantness” and "acceptability” in
participants in time-limited conditions, and
(3) examining the participants' awareness of
the underlying principles of their answers.

Research method

The current study was a mixed-methods
design type, the responses of the participants
were analyzed in quantitative and qualitative

ways. The research method used three
scenarios adapted from Cushman et al.
(2006) and Hauser et al. (2007) and were
presented to participants along with the
picture related to each scenario. The
participants had to describe the acceptability
and the pleasantness of the event in the
scenario in a 10-point scale, and provide the
reasons for their answers without time limit.
The population included the students of
Tehran universities active on Instagram page
of the mentioned universities. The sample
included 129 subjects, selected by the
convenience sampling method. Variance test
analysis, Tukey's post hoc test, and Pearson's
correlation coefficient were utilized for
statistical analysis.

Findings

Based on the results, the degree of
acceptability as well as the pleasantness in
all three scenarios under the influences of
"double effect principle” and "personal
contact  principle” were significantly
(p<0.001) different from each other. The
results of the correlation between the degree
of acceptability and pleasantness also
showed that there was a positive and
significant correlation (p<0.01) between the
two variables of "acceptability" and
"pleasantness™ in all three scenarios. Besides,
participants were significantly (p<0.001) not
aware of the logical foundation and
principles influencing their decisions. In
addition, nearly half of the participants
experienced the phenomenon of "Moral
Dumbfounding™.

Discussion

In the current study, in line with the
results of Arutyunova & Hauser (2013),
Cushman et al. (2006), Hauser et al. (2007),
and Aghababaie and Hatami (2011), it has
been determined that “foreseen harm™ is
more acceptable than "intended harm", and
"no personal contact” is more acceptable
than "personal contact". In this way, the
influence of the principles of “double effect”
and "personal contact” on the moral
judgment of the participants were confirmed.
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It was also found that the principles of
"personal contact” and "double effect” have
a cumulative effect on moral judgment. In
explaining this finding, assuming that the
psychological mechanisms affected by the
two principles of "personal contact” and
"double effect" are the result of the history of
human evolution, it can be hypothesized that
the mentioned mechanisms have a social
function and have been naturally selected for
this purpose.

Also, in examining the relationship
between levels of “acceptability” and
"pleasantness™ for the participants regarding
the actions taken in the scenarios, the results
showed a positive and significant correlation
between the two mentioned variables in all
three scenarios. Thus, as Cushman et al.
(2006), Greene et al. (2004), Haidt (2001),
and Hauser et al. (2007) claim, individuals’
immediate moral decisions appear to be
affected by some kind of inner intuition or
perceived emotion in the moment of facing a
moral dilemma, based on which people
make their decision. In this process,
individuals’ conscious reasoning does not
have a prominent role. In explaining this
phenomenon and from an evolutionary
perspective, it is possible to hypothesize that
individuals’ decisions in critical moments
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are somehow affected by a computing
system the person is not aware of. In that
way, decisions are made based only on their
momentary feeling. This mechanism which
is naturally selected, must probably have
been useful for human survival.

Also, the participants were not
significantly aware of the principle of
"personal contact” and "double effect” while
they responded to the scenarios based on the
two aforementioned principles. At the same
time, 46.09% of the participants had
experienced "moral Dumbfounding " in
justifying their answers. In explaining this
phenomenon according to Greene et al.
(2004), it seems that there are two moral
systems, one is responsible for immediate,
automatic and unconscious decisions, and
the other is responsible for conscious and
reasoned decisions.

The application of the present study as a
fundamental one was to increase the
knowledge of the mechanisms of ethical
decision making. Among the limitations of
the research, the method of data collection
can be mentioned, which was done using
convenience sampling and through virtual
networks. It is suggested that physical and
random selection be used in future studies.
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Figure 2- the image related to scenario A
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Figure 3- the image related to scenario C
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Table 1- The definition of each of the concerned principles in the descriptive answers of the subjects about the
reason for their answers to the questions

;A-;,x? J.EJ:)}AAJ‘}A)‘_J},,&‘
Lol 035 Jos 51 (556 T 51 5558 0 03,5 s 51 (2L T 038 Joe
Sl Jor (odb iy daly) (Sl ol 81 ity o 4 Doy (51 3,5 &5 4 Ol s T 58 55 31

ol i 5 4 Oy (&) (wlale D) (g5l Ol i 3,5 &S5 & Ol younT 1 5 5 00 il

el (S5 b et olad ) (BU TSl 580y (S50 L et el pde (S0 T et ple
SOl B Jsel p sme 1y 255 oty s Wl G0 5057 SO el
S ool (gt late I el €L G b J gl Ly e 8 355k (s G0 505T Ll 45
s 35057 adVuzul a4 230,05 LSS Y Jgu-
Table 2- Scoring criteria for subjects' arguments
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Table 3- mean and standard deviation of research variables
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Table 4- Variance test analysis
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Table 5- tukeys pos hoc test
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Table 6- correlation of questions in each scenario
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