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      Abstract
Do moral beliefs motivate action? To answer this question, extant arguments have con-
sidered hypothetical cases of association (dissociation) between agents’ moral beliefs and 
actions. In this paper, I argue that this approach can be improved by studying people’s 
actual moral beliefs and actions using empirical research methods. I present three new 
studies showing that, when the stakes are high, associations between participants’ moral 
beliefs and actions are actually explained by co-occurring but independent moral emo-
tions. These findings suggest that moral beliefs themselves have little or no motivational 
force, supporting the Humean picture of moral motivation.

Keywords Moral motivation · Moral beliefs · Moral emotions · Humean theory of 
motivation · Sentimentalism · Experimental philosophy

1 Introduction

Imagine you are a parent, and your daughter has torn out the pages from a rare edition 
of your favorite novel. You are quite angry and the thought of physically punishing your 
daughter crosses your mind. Nevertheless, you refrain from doing so. What has motivated 
your self-control? Is it your belief that parental violence is morally wrong, or your aversion 
towards it?

According to Humean views, moral motivation always originates in desire (Smith 1987; 
Sinhababu 2009; Blackburn 1998; Prinz 2007). On such views, beliefs explain our conduct 
only to the extent that they help us satisfy our desires, or determine the means required to 
achieve our ends. As Hume himself famously put it, “Reason is, and ought only to be the 
slave of the passions, and can never pretend to any other office than to serve and obey them” 
(Hume 1739, § 2.3.3). If this is right, your belief that parental violence is wrong is moti-
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vationally inert without pre-existing desires or aversions, the same way as your belief that 
there is food in the fridge will not prompt you to eat it unless you are hungry or whimsical.

Against Motivational Humeanism, some have posited that moral beliefs (perhaps unlike 
other kinds of beliefs)1 are enough to motivate action. In other words, we can be motivated 
to do something just because we believe it is the right thing to do (May 2013; Shafer-Landau 
2003). On these Anti-Humean views, moral beliefs motivate without the help of antecedent 
desires, either because moral beliefs are intrinsically motivating (Dancy 1993) or because 
they generate motivational states (Nagel 1970; Darwall 1983). Descriptive beliefs such as 
the belief that there is food in the fridge might be motivationally inert. Anti-Humean will 
insist, however, that your belief that parental violence is morally wrong suffices to motivate 
action.

There is much at stake in the debate between Humean and Anti-Humean views of moral 
motivation. Most notably, claims about the motivational force of moral beliefs play a key 
role in the so-called Moral Problem (Smith 1994). The Moral Problem arises due to the 
combination of three plausible claims: (1) Beliefs themselves do not motivate or gener-
ate motivational states (Motivational Humeanism), (2) Sincerely holding a moral judgment 
motivates to act in accordance with it (Judgment Internalism), and (3) Moral judgments are 
beliefs (Moral Cognitivism). If all three claims are true, there are no moral judgments. To 
avoid this conclusion, we have to reject one of the three claims in the puzzle, and Motiva-
tional Humeanism is sometimes thought to be the weakest link.

In this paper, I provide an empirical assessment of Motivational Humeanism in the moral 
domain. Both advocates and detractors of Motivational Humeanism have taken it to involve 
an empirical claim about the motivational force of moral beliefs (May 2018; Sinhababu 
2009; Sobel 2013; but see Arruda 2017). However, and to my knowledge, no study to date 
has empirically tested this claim.2 In the following, I will motivate this investigation by 
arguing that empirical research methods can help us address two important limitations of 
extant arguments building on hypothetical cases. Afterwards, I will present the results of 
three original studies testing the relation between participants moral beliefs, emotions and 
actions, and discuss their theoretical implications.

2 Hypothetical Cases of Moral Motivation

Are moral belief sufficient to motivate action? Changes in moral beliefs seem to reliably 
cause behavioral changes, suggesting that moral beliefs indeed push us to act. For example, 
someone who comes to believe that eating meat is morally wrong (after thinking otherwise) 
will probably reduce their meat consumption. However, it seems like agents with the same 
moral beliefs can be differently motivated. Indeed, not all those who believe that meat-
eating is morally problematic might stop eating meat, suggesting that moral beliefs are 
motivationally inert. These two examples present the structure of extant case-based argu-

1  Note that not every Anti-Humean view gives a special status to moral vs. non-moral beliefs, and some 
even advise against this distinction (Bromwich 2010). The discussion in this paper is restricted to the moral 
domain, and will thus not tackle this issue.

2  Previous work has used empirical evidence to test Judgment Internalism (Roskies 2003), and Moral Cog-
nitivism (Prinz, 2007). This work has important connections with the investigations presented in this paper, 
both in terms of method and content.
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ments for and against Motivational Humeanism.3 There are at least two types of cases that 
are relevant in this context, which we will discuss in turn.

2.1 Cases of Association Between Moral Beliefs and Action

The first type of case shows an association between moral beliefs and action. More specifi-
cally, it shows that changes in moral beliefs are associated with changes in one’s actions. 
This suggests that moral beliefs are sufficient to motivate action, supporting Motivational 
Anti-Humeanism. A much-discussed case of this type is the following:

Roberta grows up comfortably in a small town. […] She is aware that there is poverty 
and suffering somewhere, but sees no relation between it and her own life. On going 
to a university she sees a film that vividly presents the plight of textile workers in the 
southern United States: the high incidence of brown lung, low wages, and long history 
of employers undermining attempts of workers to organize a union, both violently and 
through other extralegal means. Roberta is shocked and dismayed by the suffering she 
sees. After the film there is a discussion of what the students might do to help alleviate 
the situation. It is suggested that they might actively work in promoting a boycott of 
the goods of one company […] She decides to donate a few hours a week to distribut-
ing leaflets at local stores. (Darwall 1983, p. 39)

According to Stephen Darwall, who first presents this case, Roberta forms the belief that the 
situation of these textile workers is unacceptable upon watching the documentary, and this 
belief motivates her to join the boycott that the students organize. We might also attribute 
Roberta the desire to help the workers, but this desire would always be subordinated to her 
becoming aware of the injustice that the workers suffer. In other words, this desire would be 
belief-dependent or “motivated” (see Nagel 1970). Thus, Darwall concludes that Roberta’s 
newly formed moral belief about the situation of the workers sufficiently motivates her 
actions.

Advocates of Motivational Humeanism, however, offer an alternative interpretation of 
Roberta’s case. According to Neil Sihnababu (2009, pp. 483–489), Roberta’s behavior is 
better explained in terms of a desire to alleviate suffering, a desire that she has before watch-
ing the documentary, and explains why she “is shocked and dismayed by the suffering she 
sees” (Darwall 1983, p. 39). On this reading, Roberta desires to alleviate suffering, and 
after discovering the suffering of the textile workers in the documentary, she decides to help 
them. Roberta might also form the belief that the situation of the workers is unjustifiable, but 
what ultimately motivates her to act is her desire to alleviate suffering.

We of course don’t know what really motivates Roberta, as this is a purely hypothetical 
case. Both Humean and Anti-Humean explanations of Roberta’s actions are plausible, and 
favoring one over the other seems to be largely a matter of our previous theoretical commit-

3  Motivational Humeanism has been assessed using different types of considerations. For example, some 
authors have considered questions regarding mental states’ “direction of fit” (Smith 1987; 1994; Little 1997; 
Price 1989), while others have looked at the phenomenology of moral motivation (Schurman 1894; May 
2013; Shafer-Landau 2003). Here, I will focus on arguments building on hypothetical cases.
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ments regarding the (lack of) motivational force of moral beliefs.4 This way, the discussion 
reaches an impasse. Arguably, the reason for this impasse is the following:

(Co-occurrence) Associations between moral beliefs and actions (suggest that moral 
beliefs sufficiently motivate but) can plausibly be explained by co-occurring belief-
independent desires.

One could argue that, in order to address Co-occurrence, we can design a hypothetical case 
in which we stipulate the absence of belief-independent desires. However, if we character-
ize our cases in a way that rules out this alternative explanation, we would be begging the 
question against Motivational Humeanism. In particular, if we stipulate that Roberta has 
no desire to alleviate suffering previous to watching the documentary, this would just be 
a statement of the Anti-Humean view of moral motivation, and Humeans would no lon-
ger consider the case plausible. Thus, it seems like Co-occurrence cannot be addressed by 
stipulation.

2.2 Cases of Dissociation Between Moral Beliefs and Action

The second type of case that is used to test moral beliefs’ motivational power shows a dis-
sociation between moral beliefs and action. In particular, it shows that agents with the same 
moral beliefs can nevertheless act differently. This suggests that moral beliefs do not gen-
erate motivation, thus supporting Motivational Humeanism. Consider the following case, 
adapted from Connie Rosati (Rosati 2016, p. 13; see also Shafer-Landau 2003, p. 129):

Luis and Carlos believe that they ought to contribute to famine relief. They are both 
aware that people all around the world suffer and die from starvation, and they believe 
that this situation is morally unacceptable. However, Luis donates a percentage of his 
income to Oxfam, while Carlos does nothing to fight global hunger.

This case nicely fits the Humean framework. Given that both Luis and Carlos act differ-
ently but have the same moral beliefs, it must be the case that their motivation is sourced 
elsewhere. This paves the way for an explanation in terms of desires or emotions. However, 
as Russ Shafer-Landau has noted, “anti-Humeans needn’t deny that desires are motivating 
states, and so needn’t deny that different desires can, even in the face of identical beliefs, 
alter overall motivation. This admission is compatible with the claim that beliefs can moti-
vate all by themselves.” (Shafer-Landau 2003, p. 131).

Here, it is important to note that agents can fail to act because they lack motivation, 
or because they have countervailing motivations. Given that Anti-Humeans do not deny 
that states other than belief can motivate, they can explain Carlos’ failure to act in terms 
of countervailing motivations. Indeed, it might be that Carlos does nothing to fight global 
hunger because, although his moral beliefs motivate him to take action, he is unwilling to 
spend money or mistrusts charitable organizations. This interpretation accommodates the 

4  Proponents of Anti-Humean views argue that there is no need to posit an antecedent desire to explain 
Roberta’s behavior, given that we already have an explanation in terms of her moral beliefs (Darwall 1983, 
p. 40). But Humeans argue that there is no need to posit that beliefs have motivational power, given that an 
explanation in terms of desire is readily available (Sinhababu 2009, p. 487).
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case within an Anti-Humean framework, and introduces the second limitation in the use of 
hypothetical cases:

(Counterbalance) Dissociations between moral beliefs and actions (suggest that moral 
beliefs themselves do not motivate but) can plausibly be explained by the presence of 
countervailing motivations.

How can we address this limitation? Once again, one might be tempted to do this by stipula-
tion. We could propose a case in which someone fails to act in accordance with their moral 
beliefs in the absence of any countervailing motivation. However, Anti-Humeans would not 
find these cases plausible. As we have seen, Anti-Humeans need to appeal to the presence 
of countervailing motivations to explain cases in which agents fail to act despite having the 
relevant moral beliefs. Thus, as it happened with Co-occurrence, it seems like we cannot 
address Counterbalance by reworking our hypothetical cases.

Note that the limitations listed here are not meant to constitute a comprehensive or fatal 
criticism of case-based arguments. Instead, the goal of listing these limitations is to iden-
tify where the use of empirical research methods can aid extant argumentative practices in 
philosophy.

3 Empirical Data on Moral Motivation

3.1 The Advantages of Using Empirical Research Methods

In the previous section, we identified two limitations in the use of hypothetical cases to 
inform our theories of moral motivation: Co-occurrence and Counterbalance. Here, I argue 
that both limitations can be addressed by studying actual moral behavior using empirical 
research methods.

According to Counterbalance, dissociations between moral beliefs and actions can plau-
sibly be explained by the presence of countervailing motivations. This limitation could be 
addressed by considering the moral beliefs and actions of not one or two, but hundreds of 
agents. Consider, for example, the relation between agents’ moral beliefs about famine relief 
and their donations to famine-relief charities. If we consider just two agents, a dissociation 
between their moral beliefs and actions can be explained by unwillingness to spend money 
or mistrust of charities. But, if we consider hundreds of agents, some will be unwilling to 
spend money, but some will be giving. Some will mistrust charities, but others will trust 
them. Unless these countervailing motivations systematically co-occur with the relevant 
moral beliefs (e.g., everyone who believe they should donate also tend to mistrust charities), 
we can be confident that countervailing motivations do not explain a dissociation between 
moral beliefs and actions, addressing Counterbalance. While considering the beliefs and 
actions of hundreds of agents would be too demanding for imagination, it is a standard 
practice in empirical research (Sassenberg and Ditrich 2019).

According to Co-occurrence, associations between moral beliefs and actions can plau-
sibly be explained by co-occurring belief-independent desires. For example, those who 
believe they ought to fight injustices might also want to alleviate suffering, and those who 
do not think they ought to fight injustice might also lack the desire to alleviate suffering. 
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If certain beliefs and belief-independent desires tend to co-occur, finding an association 
between moral beliefs and actions wouldn’t show that moral beliefs motivate action, even 
if we consider hundreds of agents. In order to address this limitation, we have to elucidate 
the relative contributions of the relevant moral beliefs and desires. As we saw in the previ-
ous section, this cannot be done using hypothetical cases. We cannot know, for example, 
whether Roberta was ultimately motivated by her beliefs or her desires. However, the use 
of empirical research methods allows us to measure all potentially explanatory factors (e.g. 
moral beliefs or desires) and test which one better explains a given outcome (e.g. moral 
behavior) using statistical tools (see § 3.3.).

3.2 Previous Studies on Moral Motivation

A series of extant studies in psychology and economics have shown that individual differ-
ences in moral beliefs predict a series of moral-behavioral outcomes. These studies measure 
a large number of participants’ moral beliefs and actions, helping to address Counterbal-
ance. Unfortunatedly, they do not consider the relative impact of participants’ desires. Thus, 
they do not address Co-Occurrence. In the following, I briefly describe these studies.

Most studies on the relation between moral beliefs and actions have measured partici-
pants’ moral beliefs using the Moral Foundations Questionnaire (MFQ; Graham et al. 2011), 
which has been shown to be a reliable and valid measure of moral beliefs (Zhang et al. 
2016). 5 The idea behind the MFQ is that morality can be built upon a combination of 
five different foundations: Harm/Care, Fairness/Reciprocity, Ingroup/Loyalty, Authority/
Respect, and Purity/Sanctity. The questionnaire consists of a series of items measuring peo-
ple’s moral beliefs regarding these five issues. For example, to measure moral beliefs about 
Fairness, the MFQ asks to rate statements such as “When the government makes laws, the 
number one principle should be ensuring that everyone is treated fairly” from 1 (“strongly 
disagree”) to 6 (“strongly agree”), and to measure moral beliefs regarding loyalty, it asks for 
agreement with statements such as “People should be loyal to their family members, even 
when they have done something wrong” using the same scale. Respondents’ answers to 
these questions provide a numeric measure of (the strength of) their moral beliefs regarding 
each of the five moral foundations.

Díaz and Cova (2022) found that individual differences in moral beliefs regarding Harm 
are associated with efforts to adopt health recommendations during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. In this study, participants reported how many efforts they were making to avoid 
contact, wash hands regularly, cover their coughs, and stay at home as much as possible, as 
well as their moral beliefs in the MFQ. Results showed a positive association between moral 
beliefs regarding Harm (as measured by the MFQ) and efforts to comply with health recom-
mendations. In other words, participants with stronger beliefs about the moral importance of 
avoiding harm reported more efforts in complying with health recommendations.

Similarly, Schier, Ockenfels, and Hofmann (2016) found that individual differences in 
moral beliefs regarding Fairness are associated with fair behavior in a classic economic 

5  The Moral Foundations Questionnaire is not free of criticism. Most criticisms have focused on whether 
the questionnaire’s items should be divided in the proposed five categories. But the two categories that will 
concern us in this paper, Harm and Fairness, seem to be adequate (Zakharin and Bates 2021). For discussion 
regarding the internal consistency of MFQ categories, see Tamul et al. (2020, p. 5–6), but also Graham et al. 
(2011, p. 370). For an alternative way of dividing the moral domain, see Curry et al. (2019).
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game known as the Dictator Game. The Dictator Game involves two players. One player 
is allocated a number of resources (e.g. 10 dollars) and is given the opportunity to share 
some of them with the other player. The second player has no option but to accept the offer, 
hence the name of the game. The number of resources shared by the “dictator” is taken as a 
measure of fairness. Schier, Ockenfels, and Hofmann’s study found that participants’ moral 
beliefs regarding Fairness (as measured by the MFQ) were associated with the percentage 
of resources they shared in a Dictator Game, such that stronger moral beliefs about fairness 
were related to fairer allocations.

Note that these studies assume that there is a connection between participants’ general 
moral beliefs about harm avoidance or fairness, and their moral beliefs about specific acts 
of avoiding harm (by following health recommendations) or being fair (in distributing raffle 
tickets). The fact that they found a significant effect of general moral beliefs on these spe-
cific behaviors suggests that this assumption is well-placed. In other words, it seems like 
participants considered that following health recommendations and sharing raffle tickets are 
instances of avoiding harm and being fair, respectively.

One might think of these studies as analogous to Roberta’s case. As the studies above, 
Roberta’s case shows that different moral beliefs (pre- and post- watching the documen-
tary) are associated with different actions (living a congenial life vs. joining a boycott). The 
reviewed studies found that, across individuals, different moral beliefs are associated with 
different actions. However, as it happened in Roberta’s case, this association can plausibly 
be explained in terms of co-occurring but independent desires (or Co-Occurrence). Because 
extant studies didn’t record participants’ desires, we cannot rule out the possibility that co-
occurring but independent desires explain their results. Studies testing the motivational effi-
cacy of philosophical arguments (Buckland et al. 2021; Lindauer et al. 2020; Schwitzgebel 
et al. 2020; 2021), which arguably aim at changing people’s beliefs, face a similar limitation 
as they also do not measure participants’ desires.

3.3 The Present Studies

A straightforward way to address Co-occurrence would be to rerun the empirical studies 
described in the previous section including measures of both moral beliefs and desires. 
However, we might better consider the relative contributions of moral beliefs and moral 
emotions. It is usual among Humeans to contend that moral judgments express or con-
tain emotions, where emotions are understood as closely tied6 to desires (Sinhababu 2017; 
Blackburn 1998; Prinz 2015).7 In particular, much work has been devoted to study “moral 
emotions” such as outrage, disgust, guilt, admiration, and gratitude (Haidt 2003; Prinz 2011; 
Tappolet 2016; Cova et al. 2015). These emotions tend to arise in response to morally sig-

6  There are different ways of understanding the connection between emotions and desires. For example, 
emotions can be understood as modulating (Yip 2021), generating (Tappolet 2016), or depending on desires 
(Schroeder 2004).

7  Consider again the Moral Problem. By rejecting the Humean theory of Motivation, Anti-Humeans can keep 
the other two claims in the puzzle: Moral Cognitivism, according to which moral judgments are beliefs, and 
Judgment Internalism, according to which moral judgments themselves motivate action. But Humeans are 
pressured to reject one of those. In order to solve the Moral Problem, most Humenas reject Moral Cognitiv-
ism and keep Judgment Internalism (but see, e.g. Kumar 2016). If we combine the claim that moral judg-
ments express or contain emotions (anti-Cognitivism), and the claim that moral judgments motivate action 
(Internalism), we have the claim that emotions motivate action.
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nificant events such as stealing or giving to charity (Prinz and Nichols 2010), and signifi-
cantly impact moral behavior (Tangney, Stuewig, and Mashek 2007). Thus, they are a good 
candidate to explain people’s moral choices, either directly or due to their tight connection 
to desires.

Before going further, it is important to note that the debate between Humeans and Anti-
Humeans builds on the assumption that beliefs and desires are distinct psychological states. 
However, some questioned this way of carving up the mind, either by positing “besire” 
states that have both belief-like and desire-like features (Little 1997; Swartzer 2013), or 
by defending that desires are beliefs about what’s good or ought to be done (Price 1989; 
Gregory 2017). Here, I assume that there is a distinction between beliefs and desires, and 
that expressions such as “I believe that stealing is wrong” and “I feel outraged when I steal” 
refer to two different things.

The present studies will measure participants’ moral beliefs, moral emotions, and moral 
choices. Measuring both moral beliefs and moral emotions will allow us to test which one 
better explains moral behavior by using multiple regression statistical analyses (Field 2013; 
Allison 1999). Multiple regression differs from correlation in that it calculates the relative 
association between changes in each of two or more independent variables (in our case, 
moral beliefs and moral emotions) and changes in the dependent variable (in our case, moral 
behavior) while holding the other independent variables constant. This allows us to test 
which of the independent variables better explains changes in the dependent variable.

Multiple regression can help us elucidate whether a relationship between two variables 
is explained by a third variable. For example, a criminologist who finds an association 
between educational programs and low recidivism “may perform a multiple regression to 
see if this apparent relationship is real or if it could be explained away by the fact that the 
prisoners who enroll in educational programs tend to be those with less serious criminal 
histories.” (Allison 1999, p. 2). In our case, multiple regressions will test whether observed 
associations between moral beliefs and moral choices can be explained away by co-occur-
ring but independent moral emotions. This will address Co-Occurrence (see § 3.1).

One might worry that, in order to provide an alternative explanation for the associa-
tion between moral beliefs and actions, moral emotions have to be independent of moral 
beliefs. If moral emotions completely depend on moral beliefs,8 we cannot test their rela-
tive contributions to moral motivation. In statistical terms, this is called multicollinearity, 
and it happens when two independent variables are almost perfectly associated, i.e. when 
an increment of ± 1 in one of the variables is associated with an increment of ± 1 in the 
other variable. Multicollinearity indeed threatens the validity of multiple regression results. 
Thankfully, there are ways of testing for it. The results of these tests will not only show 
whether our multiple regression tests are valid, but also whether moral emotions can be 
distinguished from moral beliefs even if they tend to co-occur.

Data and materials for all studies can be found at https://osf.io/hxp46/?view_only=43df
dfdc1d03449f8fd52f7ffe820875.

8  There are some principled reasons for this worry. For example, some have claim that beliefs about value 
are necessary and sufficient for emotion (Nussbaum 2001). Note that, as it happened with some theoreti-
cal proposals about the nature of desire, this might blurry the distinction that grounds the debate between 
Humean and Anti-Humean views of moral motivation.
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4 Study 1: Health Behaviors

Study 1 tests whether the previously-recorded association between moral beliefs regarding 
Harm (as measured by the MFQ) and compliance with official health recommendations 
during the COVID-19 pandemic (Díaz and Cova 2022) can be explained in terms of co-
occurring and belief-independent moral emotions towards Harm.

4.1 Methods

197 participants were recruited through Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) and completed 
the survey for a monetary payment. 4 did not complete the survey, and 23 failed the attention 
check (see below), leaving a final sample of 170 participants (66 female, Mean Age = 37.87, 
SD = 11.967, age-range 20–72).9

Participants were presented with a series of four recommendations to avoid the spread 
of the coronavirus: (1) avoid close contact, (2) wash hands often, (3) cover coughs and 
sneezes, and (4) use a face cover when around others. Each recommendation was accom-
panied by illustrations from the United States Center for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC). For each recommendation, participants reported (1) how many efforts they made in 
the past 7 days to follow the recommendation, and (2) how many efforts they were planning 
to make in the upcoming 7 days to follow the recommendation, using scales from 1 (“none 
at all”) to 7 (“a lot”). Participants’ responses across all four recommendations were averaged 
into two single measures: Past Efforts and Future Efforts.10

Afterward, participants were asked to rate to what extent they were described by a series 
of 15 statements on a scale from 1 (“definitely false”) to 6 (“definitely true”). Four of these 
statements (e.g. “I believe we should look after those who are vulnerable”) were adapted 
from Moral Foundations Questionnaire’s Care/Harm scale (Graham et al. 2011). Average 
ratings across these four statements constitute our measure of Moral Beliefs.11 For each 
Moral Belief statement there was a paired Moral Emotion statement (e.g. “I feel admira-

9  Post-hoc power analyses using G*Power showed that the study had 99% power to detect a medium-sized 

effect (f2 = 0.15) using linear multiple regression with 2 predictors.
10  Measures of past efforts (Mean = 6.01, SD = 0.890; α = 0.756) and future efforts (Mean = 6.34, SD = 0.980; 
α = 0.799) showed good internal consistency.
11  This moral beliefs measure showed acceptable internal consistency (α = 0.59).

Moral Beliefs about Harm Moral Emotions towards 
Harm

I believe we should look after those 
who are vulnerable.

I feel admiration for people 
who help the weak and 
needy.

I believe we should avoid people’s suf-
fering first and foremost.

I feel guilty when people 
suffer as a consequence of 
my actions.

I think that being cruel is one of the 
worst things one could do.

I feel outraged when some-
one is cruel in their actions.

I think it is never right to kill a human 
being.

Any human killing makes 
me feel disgusted.

Table 1 Moral Emotion and 
Moral Belief statements in Study 
1 (emphasis added)
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tion for people who help the weak and needy”, see Table 1 for the full list). Average ratings 
across these four statements constitute our Moral Emotions measure.12 Three statements 
measuring participants’ trait anxiety (Spielberger 1986) and three statements measuring 
trait pathogen disgust (Tybur, Lieberman, and Griskevicius 2009) were included as fillers. 
One item (“I believe it is better to do good than to do bad”) was used as an attention check 
(participants who gave ratings < 4 were excluded from the analyses).13 Statements’ order of 
presentation was randomized.

4.2 Results

Linear regression analyses using Moral Beliefs as the only independent variable found a 
significant effect of Moral Beliefs on both Past Efforts14 and Future Efforts15 to comply 
with official health recommendations during the COVID-19 pandemic, replicating previous 
results (see § 3.2).

However, when both Moral Beliefs and Moral Emotions were used as independent vari-
ables, only Moral Emotions had a significant effect on participants’ Past Efforts16 and Future 
Efforts17 to comply with official health recommendations. Moral Beliefs showed no signifi-
cant effects18 (see Fig. 1).

Collinearity diagnostics showed that multicollinearity was not a concern in none of our 
models (Tolerance was > 0.20 for all variables; Menard 2011), and thus that Moral Beliefs 
and Moral Emotions scores are independent.

4.3 Discussion

The results of Study 1 suggest that the previously recorded effect of moral beliefs on moral 
choices can be explained by co-occurring but belief-independent moral emotions. This sup-
ports Humean views of moral motivation, according to which moral beliefs themselves are 
motivationally inert.

Some might worry that the statements used to measure participants’ moral beliefs do not 
concern the specific acts that they are supposed to explain, i.e., following health recommen-
dations during the COVID-19 pandemic. Instead, they concern acts of harm/care in general. 
If participants believe that following health recommendations is not an instance of avoiding 
harm, they might believe that they should avoid harm but not believe that they should follow 
health recommendations. However, the same applies to our measure of moral emotions. If 
participants believe that following health recommendations is not an instance of avoiding 

12  This moral emotions measure showed good internal consistency (α = 0.74).
13  One might want to contend that some participants might have denied this statement because they are cyni-
cal or amoral rather than inattentive. Excluding this participants might not necessarily be bad, but this limita-
tion should be noted. Furthermore, being reminded of the goodness of doing good might make participants 
more prone to behave morally. This, however, doesn’t challenge our results, as they concern the factors that 
explain moral behavior rather than moral behavior itself.
14 B = 0.485, SE = 0.079, CI [0.328, 0.642], t(169) = 6.10, p < .001.
15 B = 0.489, SE = 0.089, CI [0.313, 0.665], t(169) = 5.49, p < .001.
16 B = 0.381, SE = 0.111, CI [0.161, 0.601], t(169) = 3.43, p = .001.
17 B = 0.565, SE = 0.121, CI [0.325, 0.804], t(169) = 4.65, p < .001.
18  Past Efforts B = 0.148, SE = 0.125, CI [-0.098, 0.395], t(169) = 1.19, p = .236 ; Future Efforts B = − 0.010, 
SE = 0.136, CI [-0.279, 0.259], t(169) = − 0.07, p = .942.
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harm, they might have strong emotions towards harm avoidance but not towards following 
health recommendations. Thus, this cannot explain why Moral Emotions explained partici-
pants’ efforts to follow health recommendations better than Moral Beliefs.

There are, however, other limitations to this study. First, the considered dependent vari-
able (health behaviors during the COVID-19 pandemic) is not prototypically moral. Second, 
participants’ moral motivation was measured using self-reported efforts to adopt healthy 
behaviors. Although previous research shows no evidence of social desirability bias in these 
measures (Jensen, 2020), some might still worry that participants’ willingness to engage in 
health behaviors might not translate into actual behavior. To account for these worries, the 
next studies will consider participants’ fairness by measuring their actual fair behavior in 
economic games.

Fig. 1 Partial plots for Moral Beliefs and Moral Emotions (x-axis) and Past / Future Efforts (y-axis) in 
Study 1. Note that the dots in partial plots show the residuals of the plotted variables for each participant, 
and not the actual values. Residuals are the negative or positive distance to the regression line in a regres-
sion where the other is used as an independent variable, and the variable at hand is used as the dependent 
variable. This way, they show the variance in a given variable that is not explained by the other variables. 
For example, the variance in Moral Emotions / Future efforts that is not explained by Moral Beliefs
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5 Studies 2a-b: Dictator Game

Previous research has shown that moral beliefs regarding Fairness (as measured by the 
MFQ) are related to moral fairness behavior in a Dictator Game (Schier, Ockenfels, and 
Hofmann 2016). Here, we will investigate whether these results can be explained away in 
terms of moral emotions towards Fairness.

5.1 Study 2a: Dictator Game – Low Stakes

5.1.1 Methods

299 US participants were recruited through Prolific and completed the survey for a mon-
etary payment. 1 failed the attention check (see below), leaving a final sample of 298 par-
ticipants (152 female, 1 non-binary, Mean age = 45.02, Age range 18–82).19

Participants rated a series of statements about themselves using scales from 1 (“def-
initely false”) to 6 (“definitely true”). Five statements (e.g. “I believe that governments 
should ensure that everyone is treated fairly”) are adapted from the Moral Foundations 
Questionnaire’s Fairness/Reciprocity scale (Graham et al. 2011). Average ratings across 
these five statements constitute our Moral Beliefs measure.20 The other five statements (e.g. 
“I feel admiration for politicians that work towards preserving fairness”) are parallel to 
those regarding moral beliefs (see Table 2 for the full list). Average ratings across these 
five statements constitute our Moral Emotions measure.21 Three statements measuring par-
ticipants’ trait anxiety (Spielberger 1986) and three statements measuring trait pathogen 
disgust (Tybur, Lieberman, and Griskevicius 2009) are included as fillers. One statement (“I 
think is better to do good than to do bad”) is used as an attention check (participants who 

19  Sensitivity analyses using G*Power show that this provides enough power to detect an effect as small as 

f2 = 0.036 at the standard 0.05 error probability using multiple linear regression with 2 predictor variables.
20  This moral beliefs measure showed good internal consistency (α = 0.72).
21  This moral emotions measure showed good internal consistency (α = 0.75).

Moral Beliefs about Fairness Moral Emotions towards 
Fairness

I believe that governments should 
ensure that everyone is treated fairly.

I feel admiration for politi-
cians that work toward 
preserving fairness.

I believe that we should avoid unfair-
ness first and foremost.

I feel guilty when I am 
unfair in my actions.

I think that denying someone’s rights is 
one of the worst things one could do.

I feel outraged when some-
one denies other people’s 
rights.

I think justice is the most important 
requirement for a society.

I feel disgusted when it 
looks like there is no fair-
ness in the world.

I think that we should not treat some 
people differently than others.

I feel gratitude when we are 
all treated in the same way.

Table 2 Moral Emotion and 
Moral Belief statements in Stud-
ies 2 and 3 (emphasis added)
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give ratings of < 4 were excluded from the analyses). Statements’ order of presentation was 
randomized.

Afterward, participants provided demographic information (Gender, Age, Ethnicity).
On the last page of the survey, participants were presented with a Dictator Game, which 

was framed within a cover story about a raffle with a £10 price. Participants are told that, 
as a participant with an odd-numbered ID, they will play the role of a Decider. Deciders are 
given 10 raffle tickets and get to choose how to distribute those tickets between them and 
the participant after them (the Receiver), who will have no tickets to start with. In reality, 
all participants act as Deciders. Participants used a 0 to 10 slider to choose how many raffle 
tickets they would like to transfer to the next participant. This constitutes our Donation 
variable.

5.1.2 Results

Linear regression analyses using Moral Beliefs as the only independent variable found a 
significant effect of Moral Beliefs on participants’ donations,22 replicating previous results 
(see § 3.2).

When both Moral Beliefs and Moral Emotions were used as independent variables, 
results again showed a significant effect of participants’ Moral Beliefs on the number of raf-
fle tickets they donated.23 There was no significant effect of Moral Emotions24 (see Fig. 2).

Collinearity diagnostics showed that multicollinearity was not a concern (Tolerance was 
> 0.20 for all variables; Menard 2011), and thus that Moral Beliefs and Moral Emotions 
scores are independent.

22 B = 0.605, SE = 0.152, CI [0.305, 0.905], t(297) = 3.97, p < .001.

23 B = 0.621, SE = 0.208, CI [0.212, 1.03], t(297) = 2.99, p = .003.
24 B = − 0.025, SE = 0.215, CI [-0.448, 0.398], t(297) = − 0.11, p = .909.

Fig. 2 Partial plots for Moral Beliefs and Moral Emotions (x-axis) and Donation (y-axis) in Study 2a
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5.2 Study 2b: Dictator Game – High Stakes

Study 2b uses the same design as Study 2a, but it increases the stakes in the Dictator Game. 
Instead of donating tickets to enter a raffle with a £10 prize, participants’ will be donating 
tickets to enter a raffle with a £300 prize.

5.2.1 Methods

299 US participants were recruited through Prolific and completed the survey for a mon-
etary payment. 5 participants failed the attention check (see below), leaving a final sample 
of 294 participants (205 female,25 12 non-binary, Mean age = 30.00, Age range 18–66).2627

Materials and procedure were the same as in Study 2a (see § 5.1.1),28 but the raffle price 
was £300 (instead of £10 as in Study 2a).

5.2.2 Results

Linear regression analyses using Moral Beliefs as the only independent variable found no 
significant effect of Moral Beliefs on participants’ donations.29

25  This constitutes a high percentage of the total sample (69%). However, analyses including gender (female 
vs. non-female) as an independent variable did not change the results.
26  Some might worry that the large percentage of female participants will affect our results. However, includ-
ing sex (female vs. non-female) in our regression analysis didn’t change the results, and no significant effect 
of sex on moral behavior was found (p > .24).
27  Sensitivity analyses using G*Power showed that the study had enough power to detect an effect as small 
as f2 = 0.037 at the standard 0.05 error probability using multiple linear regression with 2 predictor variables.
28  Measures of moral beliefs (α = 0.72) and moral emotions (α = 0.72) showed good internal consistency.
29 B = 0.258, SE = 0.184, CI [-0.103, 0.619], t(293) = 1.40, p = .161.

Fig. 3 Partial plots for Moral Beliefs and Moral Emotions (x-axis) and Donation (y-axis) in Study 2b
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When both Moral Beliefs and Moral Emotions were used as independent variables, 
results showed a significant effect of participants’ Moral Emotions on the number of raffle 
tickets they donated.30 There was no significant effect of Moral beliefs31 (see Fig. 3).

Collinearity diagnostics showed that multicollinearity was not a concern in any of our 
models (Tolerance was > 0.20 for all variables; Menard 2011), and thus that Moral Beliefs 
and Moral Emotions scores are independent.

5.3 Discussion

The results of Studies 2a-b show an intriguing asymmetry. In Study 2a, moral beliefs 
showed a significant effect on participants’ fair behavior. But in Study 2a, moral emotions 
did a better job at explaining participants’ behavior. The only difference between the two 
studies is how much participants could lose by acting fairly. In Study 2a (low stakes), being 
fair involves lower chances to win £10. In Study 2b (high stakes), being fair involves lower 
chances to win £300. There are at least two possible explanations for this asymmetry.

One explanation is that low-stakes situations do not provide appropriate tests of people’s 
moral motivation. Note that participants in Studies 2a-b reported their moral beliefs before 
they decided how many tickets to donate. If participants in low-stakes scenarios are indiffer-
ent to this decision, they might have acted in accordance with the moral beliefs they previ-
ously reported just to reduce the dissonance between their reported beliefs and their actions 
(Festinger 1957).32 Under this view, moral beliefs themselves do not motivate. Instead, 
participants in low-stake scenarios are motivated by the desire to reduce dissonance. This 
desire, however, would not be salient or strong enough to determine behavior in high-stakes 
scenarios.

Another explanation is that moral beliefs themselves are motivationally efficacious, but 
only when stakes are low. When there is not much to lose by doing the right thing, agents 
act accordingly to their moral beliefs because, absent countervailing desires or emotions, 
moral beliefs themselves are enough to drive action. But once something is at stake, other 
motivations override the influence of moral beliefs because moral beliefs have lower moti-
vational force.

Both explanations put pressure on Anti-Humean views of moral motivation. The first 
explanation suggests that moral beliefs are motivationally inert. The second interpretation is 
compatible with Anti-Humeanism, but might reduce the motivational force of moral beliefs 
to the extent of having no practical relevance. This is so because countervailing motives 
pervade real-life situations. At any given time, desirable paths of action other than acting in 
accordance with our moral beliefs will be open for us. If moral beliefs motivate action only 
when there are no countervailing motives, then moral beliefs might play no role in determin-
ing our actions. This option preserves Motivation Anti-Humeanism, but at a very high cost.

30 B = 1.073, SE = 0.268, CI [0.546, 1.60], t(293) = 4.01, p < .001.
31 B = − 0.351, SE = 0.235, CI [-0.813, 0.111], t(297) = -1.49, p = .136.
32  Arguably, unfair behavior is more dissonant with moral belief reports (e.g., “I believe that we should 
avoid unfairness first and foremost”) than moral emotion reports (e.g., “I feel guilty when I am unfair in my 
actions”).
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6 Conclusion

In this paper, I showed that the use of hypothetical cases to extract conclusions regarding 
the (lack of) motivational power of moral beliefs faces important limitations. I argued that 
these limitations can be addressed using empirical research tools, and presented a series of 
studies doing so.

The results of the studies show that, when the stakes are high, the apparent motivational 
force of beliefs is in fact explained by co-occurring moral emotions. This supports Humean 
views of moral motivation. The results regarding low-stake situations, however, are open to 
both Humean and “watered-down” Anti-Humean interpretations.

In moral practice, it probably won’t matter if moral beliefs don’t motivate us much or at 
all. Arguably, most real-life moral choices involve countervailing motives with more than 
a little motivational strength, making moral beliefs irrelevant in any case. However, the 
situation might be different with regards to ethical theory. Accepting that moral beliefs have 
some motivational force (even if very low) could be enough to solve the Moral Problem 
(see Introduction)33 while rejecting that moral beliefs have motivational force would prompt 
us to reject one of the other claims involved in the puzzle. Future research should help us 
decide between competing interpretations of the results regarding low-stakes situations pre-
sented in this paper.

Overall, the results presented in this paper put pressure on Anti-Humean views of moral 
motivation, as they suggest that moral beliefs have little or no motivational force.

With regards to methodology, I showed that using empirical research tools improves 
upon the use of hypothetical cases of moral motivation by ruling out alternative interpre-
tations. Note, however, that the empirical investigations presented in this paper build on 
extant hypothetical cases and the logical tools involved in the discussion of these cases. In 
this sense, the studies presented in this paper do not oppose, but rather continue extant work 
regarding cases. Hopefully, this paper paves the way for more empirical investigations, as 
well as discussions on the best ways to measure and test the relations between moral behav-
ior, moral beliefs, and moral emotions.
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