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Abstract (464 words)
Although the concept of morality reaches back to discussions in the ancient Greece of
Aristotle and has been studied thoroughly by cognitive, developmental and moral psychologists
for decades (Haidt & Joseph, 2007), novel and technology-based research on virtual reality and
video games have now contributed substantially to the understanding of morality (e.g., Navarrete
et al., 2012; Weaver & Lewis, 2012). Furthermore, there is an increasing popularity of moral
gameplay (Consalvo et al., 2019), which provides players with the option of meaningful
interactivity and high emotional engagement (Oliver et al., 2015). However, experiments on
virtual, moral decision-making are still scarce, and in the context of gaming investigations they
mostly focus on violent (im)morality (e.g., Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010). Furthermore, most
studies involve self-reports or moral judgements (e.g., Haidt, 2001), thus lacking behavioral
measures, such as actual moral decision-making (e.g., Tamborini et al., 2018). Unfortunately, only
few experiments have further extended their methodological scope to include more objective
measures that are less susceptible to social desirability, such as psychophysiology (e.g., de Jong
et al., 2002; Krosch et al., 2012).
The current experimental lab study investigates behavioral, psychophysiological, and
relevant personality patterns (e.g., empathy) in relation to moral decision-making in gaming.
Among other research questions, we propose that although (a) players generally prefer to act
morally sound (e.g., Weaver & Lewis, 2012), (b) playing an immoral character leads to more
immoral decision-making than playing a moral character (e.g., Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010), and
(c) decision-making under time pressure leads to a greater proportion of choosing moral (vs.
immoral) options (e.g., Tinghög et al., 2016). Furthermore, we assume that traits like (d) empathy
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decreases (e.g., Hartmann et al., 2010) and (e) trait moral disengagement increase immoral
decision-making (e.g., Bandura et al., 1996). Lastly, we expect (f) different physiological patterns
for moral versus immoral actions (cf. Krosch et al., 2012).
A final sample of N = 101 participants took part in a laboratory experiment at XXXXX.
After giving consent, participants answered questionnaires on demographics, gaming habits, and
relevant personality traits (e.g., empathy; Davis, 1983). After being cabled with a heart rate
monitor, participants played one training and three experimental chapters of the video game
Detroit: Become Human (approx. 55 min. total playing time) featuring up to 13 moral decisions.
Before playing participants were randomly assigned to one of three conditions in which they
played (1) a morally framed character, (2) an immorally framed character, or (3) a character
without framing (control condition). After playing, participants filled out questionnaires evaluating
the playing session. Subsequently, participants were thanked and renumerated.
Data analyses include, among other methods, χ2-tests, pooling functions, logistic
regressions, and trend analyses. Results will be discussed with regard to existing theoretical
models on moral gameplay (e.g., Melzer & Holl, 2021). Conclusions and implications for further
studies will be drawn.
Keywords: morality, gaming, decision-making, empathy, psychophysiological measures

MORAL DECISION-MAKING IN VIDEO GAMES

4

References
Bandura, A., Barbaranelli, C., Caprara, G. V., & Pastorelli, C. (1996). Mechanisms of moral disengagement in the
exercise of moral agency. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 71(2), 364.
Consalvo, M., Busch, T., & Jong, C. (2019). Playing a better me: How players rehearse their ethos via moral choices.
Games and Culture, 14(3), 216–235. https://doi.org/10.1177/1555412016677449
Davis, M. H. (1983). Measuring individual differences in empathy: Evidence for a multidimensional approach. Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, 44(1), 113.
de Jong, P. J., Peters, M., De Cremer, D., & Vranken, C. (2002). Blushing after a moral transgression in a prisoner’s
dilemma game: Appeasing or revealing? European Journal of Social Psychology, 32(5), 627–644.
https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.111
Haidt, J., & Joseph, C. (2007). The moral mind: How five sets of innate intuitions guide the development of many
culture-specific virtues, and perhaps even modules. In P. Carruthers, S. Laurence, & S. Stich (Eds.), The
innate mind (Vol. 3, pp. 367–391). Oxford University Press.
Haidt, Jonathan. (2001). The emotional dog and its rational tail: A social intuitionist approach to moral judgment.
Psychological Review, 108(4), 814–834. https://doi.org/doi:10.1037//0033-295X.108.4.814
Hartmann, T., Toz, E., & Brandon, M. (2010). Just a game? Unjustified virtual violence produces guilt in empathetic
players. Media Psychology, 13(4), 339–363. https://doi.org/10.1080/15213269.2010.524912
Hartmann, T., & Vorderer, P. (2010). It’s okay to shoot a character: Moral disengagement in violent video games.
Journal of Communication, 60(1), 94–119. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2009.01459.x
Krosch, A. R., Figner, B., & Weber, E. U. (2012). Choice processes and their post-decisional consequences in morally
conﬂicting decisions. Judgment and Decision Making, 7(3), 12.
Melzer, A., & Holl, E. (2021). Player’s moral decisions in virtual worlds: Morality in video games. Manuscript in
preparation. In P. Vorderer & C. Klimmt (Eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Entertainement Theory. Oxford
University Press.
Navarrete, C. D., McDonald, M. M., Mott, M. L., & Asher, B. (2012). Virtual morality: Emotion and action in a
simulated three-dimensional “trolley problem”. Emotion, 12(2), 364–370. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0025561
Oliver, M. B., Bowman, N. D., Woolley, J. K., Rogers, R., Sherrick, B. I., & Chung, M.-Y. (2015). Video games as
meaningful entertainment experiences. Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 5(4), 390–405.
https://doi.org/10.1037/ppm0000066
Tamborini, R., Bowman, N. D., Prabhu, S., Hahn, L., Klebig, B., Grall, C., & Novotny, E. (2018). The effect of moral
intuitions on decisions in video game play: The impact of chronic and temporary intuition accessibility. New
Media & Society, 20(2), 564–580. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816664356
Tinghög, G., Andersson, D., Bonn, C., Johannesson, M., Kirchler, M., Koppel, L., & Västfjäll, D. (2016). Intuition and
moral decision-making – The effect of time pressure and cognitive load on moral judgment and altruistic
behavior. PLOS ONE, 11(10), e0164012. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0164012
Weaver, A. J., & Lewis, N. (2012). Mirrored morality: An exploration of moral choice in video games.
Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking, 15(11), 610–614.
https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2012.0235

