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Abstract

Human morality is not only limited to the context of reality, but can also be applied to
computer pixels and virtual worlds, such as video games (Tamborini et al., 2018; Weaver &
Lewis, 2012). When playing, people embody their avatar, identify with it and its choices, and
perceive other in-game characters as social beings (Biocca, 1997; Hartmann & Fox, 2021;
Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010). Despite the technological advances in computer graphics,
psychological research on moral judgment and decision-making still heavily rely on
hypothetical text-based dilemmas (e.g., Clifford et al., 2015; Greene et al., 2001). For
example, in the ‘classic’ trolley dilemma participants need to decide whether to sacrifice one
life in order to save five others (Thomson, 1985). Although textual measures provide high
experimental control, they have been criticized for lacking richness and contextual salience,
thus reducing generalizability and external validity (Gilbert & Wilson, 2007; Patil et al., 2014).
Furthermore, recent studies demonstrated that the medium that presents dilemmas (e.g.,
text vs. virtual reality) affects both moral judgments and choices (e.g., Francis et al., 2016;
Patil et al., 2014). Therefore, the current study compares text- versus video-based moral
dilemmas from a video game along a set of different moral foundations (cf. Haidt & Joseph,
2007). Furthermore, the complex relation between morality and empathy, which has not
been fully clarified yet (Decety & Cowell, 2014), will be investigated as well. In summary, we
hypothesize:

H1: Negative moral judgments and action-choices are more likely to occur when the
moral transgression in question is presented as a video rather than a text.

H2: Both stronger endorsement of a moral intuition as well as higher media-based
empathy predict more negative moral judgments and action-choices.

For this purpose we conducted an online study (N = 276) that assessed, among
other variables, the individual salience for five moral topics (MFQ30; Graham et al., 2011),
media-based empathy (MbE; Happ & Pfetsch, 2016), and responses towards six randomly
ordered moral transgression scenarios presented either as video or text (one for each moral

foundation, with separate ones for personal and impersonal harm). After each scenario,
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participants indicated whether they found the presented behavior morally acceptable (yes vs.
no; moral judgement) and whether they would act the same way (yes vs. no; moral action-
choice). Scenarios were taken from the video game Red Dead Redemption 2 (film
recordings for the video and transcriptions for the textual condition).

To investigate the influences of moral intuitions and media-based empathy on
responses binary logistic regressions were calculated. Furthermore, chi-square tests were
calculated to examine response differences regarding the two conditions (text vs. video).
Results are interpreted and discussed against the theoretical background. Conclusions for
the impact of medium and empathy on morality as well as implications for future research on
(media-based) morality are presented.
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