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H I G H L I G H T S

• Attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance predict utilitarian moral judgments.
• Anxiously attached individuals make utilitarian judgments for more ‘pro-group’ reasons and act out of a need to belong and a focus on the welfare of the group as
a whole.

• Avoidantly attached individuals make utilitarian judgments because they lack empathy for the victim, which originates in a discomfort in caring for others.
• Anxiously attached individuals modify their moral judgments to match the desires of the group.
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Research on deontological versus utilitarian moral reasoning has been largely silent on how interpersonal
experiences shape moral judgment. We hypothesized that both anxious and avoidant attachment would predict
the propensity tomake utilitarian versus deontological judgments, but via different pathways. In Studies 1 and 2,
the link between anxious attachment and utilitarianism was mediated by the need to belong and empathy
toward the group. In contrast, the link between avoidant attachment and utilitarianism was mediated by
discomfort with caring for others and decreased empathy toward the individual victim. In Study 3, the moral
judgments of anxiously attached individuals changed to more closely match the group's desired outcome:
utilitarian or deontological. In contrast, the judgments of avoidantly attached individuals moved in opposition
to the desire of the group. The distinct paths to utilitarianism displayed by anxious and avoidant individuals
suggest that utilitarianism may result from a diverse set of psychological processes.

© 2014 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
Should moral decisions be guided by adherence to certain universal
rules or by the aim to maximize benefit for the greatest number of
people? This tension between deontological (Kant, 1959/1785) and
utilitarian (Mill, 1998/1861) moral philosophies is exemplified by
dilemmas in which participants must indicate whether they find it
morally acceptable to kill one person in order to save the lives of
multiple others (e.g., Foot, 1967; Thomson, 1985).

Much of the recent research on deontological/utilitarian reasoning
has focused on the differential roles of emotional versus cognitive
processes. Neurophysiological studies have linked deontological judg-
ment with higher activity in brain regions implicated in emotionality
(Greene, Sommerville, Nystrom, Darley, & Cohen, 2001; Koenigs et al.,
2007). Other studies have linked utilitarian judgments with increased
activation in brain regions implicated in reasoning (Greene, Morelli,
, University of Toronto, 100 St.
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Lowenberg, Nystrom, & Cohen, 2008; Greene et al., 2001), working
memory capacity, (Moore, Clark, & Kane, 2008), and rational (Bartels,
2008; Paxton, Ungar, & Greene, 2011) and/or deliberate (Suter &
Hertwig, 2011) styles of thinking.

More recent researchhas begun to refine the prevailingdual-process
model. For example, Conway and Gawronski (2013) demonstrated that
people may arrive at utilitarian judgments via 1) endorsement of the
utilitarian position or 2) rejection of the deontological position. A
parallel may be drawn for deontological judgments. The present studies
build on this idea by identifying a well-studied, individual difference
variable that predicts a priori who will follow one of two routes to
utilitarian judgment.

In addition, whereas much of the early work in this literature was
largely silent regarding the interpersonal or relational dimensions of
moral judgment, researchers have increasingly argued for the need to
placemoral perceivers within their broader social context. For example,
studies have demonstrated that individuals' moral beliefs are heavily
influenced by their surrounding culture (Graham et al., 2013; Rai &
Fiske, 2011; Shweder, Mahapatra, & Miller, 1987).
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More recently, Koleva, Selterman, Iyer, Ditto, and Graham (2014)
identified an important interpersonal variable that may also play an
important role in moral judgment: attachment style. They reported
that anxiously attached individuals show greater preoccupationwith is-
sues of harm, fairness, and purity, while avoidantly attached individuals
show a lack of concern for harm and fairness violations. In addition, the
authors found that higher attachment avoidance predicted a greater
tendency to make utilitarian judgments, an effect that was mediated
by lower trait empathy. Of particular interest to the current research,
Koleva et al. (2014) also reported (in a table) that attachment anxiety
predicted greater utilitarian judgment. They did not, however, discuss
this association any further.

The present research brings this link between anxious attachment
and utilitarianism to the forefront. We argue that by examining and
comparing how both forms of insecure attachment influence moral
judgment, one can elucidate 1) how interpersonal experiences influ-
ence moral judgment and 2) begin to isolate distinct varieties of lay
utilitarianism.

We suspected that attachment anxiety would predict utilitarian
judgment through a different route than that of attachment avoidance.
In particular, we hypothesized that whereas avoidant participants
would select the utilitarian option out of lack of concern for the sac-
rificed individual, anxious participants would select the utilitarian
option in order to maximize social approval. We turn next to the ratio-
nale for this hypothesis.
The interpersonal roots of moral judgment

Whereas much of the moral judgment literature has treated the
moral decision maker as an isolated entity, there is evidence from
both classic and recent sources that individuals' moral judgments are
meaningfully shaped by their history of interpersonal relationships
(e.g., Kogut & Kogut, 2013; Koleva et al., 2014; Turiel, 1983). Why
might this be the case? Theorists have long noted that moral values
are not only beliefs about how we ought to act toward others but
also expectations about how others will act toward us (Kohlberg, 1969;
Turiel, 1983). Given that a fundamental source of interpersonal
behavioral expectations is each individual's history of secure or insecure
interpersonal relationships (Bowlby, 1969), there may be a strong c-
onnection between attachment style and moral reasoning.

According to attachment theory, early attachment-related experi-
enceswith caregivers teach children important lessons about how to re-
late to close others (e.g., Bowlby, 1969; Zayas, Mischel, Shoda, & Aber,
2011). Those lessons are, in turn, applied to adult relationships later in
life (e.g., Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Caregivers who are consistently
available and attentive teach the child that close others can be relied
upon in times of need. This results in a secure attachment style in adult-
hood, characterized by a tendency to trust and rely on others (Hazan &
Shaver, 1987). Caregivers who provide care inconsistently or insensi-
tively teach the child that close others are not reliably available for
care. These uncertain models of self and other translate into an anxious
attachment style in adulthood, characterized by excessive dependence
on close others. Finally, caregivers who are absent or punishing of the
child's demands for reassurance teach the child that relying on others
is futile at best, and dangerous at worst. These negative models of self
and other translate to an avoidant attachment style in adulthood, char-
acterized by a discomfort with closeness with others.

Considerable evidence suggests that adult attachment represents a
fundamental lens that helps to shape people's construal of the actions
of others (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). As such, attachment style ap-
pears to play an important role in shaping people's moral perspectives.
Attachment style has been found to predict a wide range of morally-
relevant behavior, including lying to others (e.g., Ennis, Vrij, & Chance,
2008), volunteering for non-profit organizations (e.g., Gillath et al.,
2005), and selling one's material possessions (Kogut & Kogut, 2011). It
follows that attachment stylemay also help to explain people's differing
perspectives on utilitarian moral dilemmas.

Different paths to utilitarianism

When presented with a utilitarian dilemma, the decision maker is
asked to choose between killing versus not killing one person in order
to save a group. We propose that there are two distinct paths through
which one could reach the utilitarian decision of killing the person to
save the group. One such path is through lack of concern for the individ-
ual being sacrificed. If the decision maker does not feel particularly
moved by the plight of the would-be sacrificed individual, then he or
she may be more willing to sacrifice that individual in exchange for
the greater good. However, a second path to the utilitarian conclusion
is through a heightened concern for the group. Decision makers could
choose to sacrifice an individual not because they lack empathy for
that individual, but because their concern for the wellbeing of the
group outweighs their concern for the single individual. We discuss
next how attachment style may relate to each of these pathways.

Avoidant attachment

Koleva et al. (2014) found that avoidant attachment was associated
with higher utilitarian judgment and that this effect was mediated by
lower trait levels of empathic concern. One purpose of the present
paper was to unpack this association by asking toward whom do
avoidantly attached individuals lack empathy?

Avoidantly attached people are deeply uncomfortable with having
others rely on them: being asked to care for another person threatens
avoidantly attached individuals' strong need for independence and au-
tonomy (Shaver, Mikulincer, & Shemesh-Iron, 2010). As a result,
avoidantly attached individuals are relatively unwilling to provide com-
fort and support to their romantic partners, particularly when their
partners are in a state of distress (Feeney & Collins, 2001). We suggest
that this tendency applies beyond romantic contexts; encountering
any individual in distress is a threatening situation for avoidant
individuals.

The ‘victim’ in a utilitarian dilemma represents a particularly vivid
case of an individual in distress. Thus, we predict that, due to their dis-
comfort with caregiving, people who are high in avoidance will display
less empathy for the victim than will people who are low in avoidance.
Similar effects have been documented for participantswhowere high in
Machiavellianism and psychopathy (Bartels & Pizarro, 2011; Koenigs,
Kruepke, Zeier, & Newman, 2012). However, because groups are more
abstract targets than individuals (Lickel et al., 2000) and groups gener-
ally elicit less empathy than do individuals (Cameron & Payne, 2011;
Slovic, 2007), the difference between high and low avoidant partici-
pants will be less evident for group targets than for individual targets.
Taken together, we predict that because high avoidants display less em-
pathy than low avoidants for the victim, but similar levels of empathy
for the group, high avoidants will show a greater preference than low
avoidants for the option that favors the group over the victim.

Anxious attachment

Koleva et al. (2014) further found a positive association between
attachment anxiety and utilitarianism. A second purpose of the present
research was to unpack this association to understand why anxiously
attached individuals would be drawn to utilitarian judgments. Unlike
avoidantly attached individuals, anxiously attached individuals are not
threatened by the prospect of giving care to others (Shaver et al.,
2010). Therefore, it seems unlikely that anxiously attached individuals
prefer utilitarian judgments because they lack empathy for the person
being sacrificed. Rather, we hypothesized that anxiously attached indi-
viduals choose the utilitarian option because (relative to both avoidant
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people and secure people) they experience heightened empathy for the
group.

Anxiously attached individuals crave approval, connection, and re-
assurance from others, but are uncertain that they will receive it
(e.g., Feeney & Noller, 1990; Rom &Mikulincer, 2003). This uncertainty
fosters a strong need to belong and motivates continual efforts to gain
the approval of others, including a greater willingness to comply with
others' requests (e.g., Impett & Peplau, 2002). In a group context, the
best way to gain widespread acceptance would be to conform to the
desires of the group as a whole, rather than any specific individual. For
example, in the paradigmatic ‘trolley problem’, individuals are asked
whether it is permissible to kill one individual to save five. Killing one
person to save five (the utilitarian option) dispenses the good outcome
(survival) tomore people, thereby potentially creatingmore opportuni-
ties for gratitude and social approval. Therefore, we propose that a
strong need to belong leads anxiously attached individuals to be more
sensitive to the needs of the group, leading them to prefer the utilitarian
option.

To summarize, numerous studies indicate that anxious and avoidant
attachment are associated with different interpersonal motivations (i.e.
connection and distancing, respectively). We suggest that these differ-
ent motivational concerns precipitate different levels of sensitivity
(e.g., Gardner, Pickett, & Brewer, 2000; Higgins, King, & Mavin, 1982;
Ulhmann, Pizarro, Tannenbaum, & Ditto, 2009) to specific aspects of
the dilemma situation. Whereas high avoidant individuals' discomfort
with caregiving leads them to focus less (than low avoidant individuals)
on the sacrificed individual, high anxiously attached individuals' need
for belongingness leads them to focus more (than low anxiously indi-
viduals) on the group. In sum, we hypothesized that both types of at-
tachment insecurity would promote utilitarian moral judgments, but
for different reasons.

Pretesting

First, because the zero-order correlation between attachment anxi-
ety and utilitarianism reported by Koleva et al. (2014) was small (r =
.09, p b .05, n = 7533), we deemed it necessary to test whether this as-
sociation would replicate. This is because an alternative hypothesis
seemed plausible to us: anxiously attached people's high need to belong
may lead them to adhere especially fervently to societal rules, in the
hopes of being identified as an accepted and valued member of the
group (e.g., Hechter & Opp, 2001; Posner, 2000). Therefore, our first pri-
ority was to test whether anxiously attached individuals' strong need to
belong would lead them to make more utilitarian judgments or more
deontological judgments.

The second goal of pretesting was to account for the potential con-
found of trait neuroticism. Neuroticism refers to a general proneness
to negative affect. As such, neurotic behavior overlaps with anxious be-
havior. It may be that neuroticism explains the relationship between
anxious attachment and reactions toward awrongdoer. Previous results
suggest, however, that whereas neuroticism is a good predictor of emo-
tional responses to negative events in general, anxious attachment is a
better predictor of emotional responses to negative interpersonal events
in particular (Joel, MacDonald, & Plaks, 2012). Given the interpersonal
nature of utilitarian versus deontological dilemmas, we predicted that
the association between attachment anxiety and utilitarian judgment
would remain significant even when controlling for neuroticism.

Method

Participants

We recruited 1205 residents (464 males, 5 provided an alternate
gender identification) of the United States through AmazonMechanical
Turk. The average age of the participants was 32.09 (range = 18–74).
Materials and procedure

As part of a larger survey, participants completed a set of ques-
tionnaires (Attachment Style Questionnaire, Big Five Aspects Scale,
Interpersonal Reactivity Index, and the Consequentialist Scale) and
evaluated six utilitarian dilemmas. The order of the questionnaires
and moral dilemmas was randomized to control for any effects of item
presentation.

Attachment Style Questionnaire

(Feeney, Noller, & Hanrahan, 1994). Attachment anxiety was mea-
sured with 13 items (e.g., “I find that others are reluctant to get as
close as I would like”, α = .89), and avoidance was measured with 16
items (e.g., “I prefer to depend on myself rather than other people”,
α = .85).

Moral dilemmas

Most consequentialist moral dilemmas used in previous morality
research involve the extreme act of killing, which the vast majority of
participants rate as severely wrong. Therefore, in order to reduce ceiling
effects, we selected vignettes with high disagreement over whether the
killing was justified. Of the total number of vignettes reported by
Greene et al. (2008), we identified six in which participants made the
utilitarian judgment (i.e. it is appropriate to kill one to save many) an
average of 57% of the time (See Table 1). Participants evaluated each
of the six dilemmas. After reading each vignette, participants were
asked, “Based on what you just read, how wrong would it be for you
[to act in a utilitarian fashion, using the specifics of the scenario they
had just read]?” Participants were asked to indicate their responses
using a 7-point Likert scale (where 1 = not wrong at all and 7 =
completely wrong). Lower ratings indicate more utilitarian moral judg-
ments while higher ratings indicate a more deontological judgment.
Wrongness ratings across the six dilemmas were highly reliable, α =
.80. Therefore, wrongness ratings across the six dilemmas were aggre-
gated into a single variable.

Consequentialist scale

Participants' responses to classic utilitarian dilemmas do not directly
assess their endorsement of more generalized deontological or utilitar-
ian beliefs. For instance, peoplemaymake a deontological judgment not
because they endorse the deontological position but because they
oppose the utilitarian option (Conway & Gawronski, 2013). Therefore,
we included an additionalmeasure of general deontological andutilitar-
ian tendencies that was independent of specific dilemmas. Participants
completed the Consequentialist Scale (Robinson, 2012). This measure
contains 10 items, five that assess endorsement of utilitarian beliefs
(e.g. “The only moral principle that needs to be followed is that one
must maximize happiness”) and five that assess deontological beliefs
(e.g. “Some rules should never be broken”). Participants were asked to
read each statement and indicate, using a 5-point Likert scale (1 =
Completely Disagree, 5 = Completely Agree), how much they agreed
with each statement. The deontological beliefs sub-scale showed good
internal reliability,α= .74. The utilitarian beliefs sub-scale also demon-
strated good internal reliability, α = .83. In addition, an EFA and CFA
were conducted to validate the latent variable structure and to ensure
that the items included were tapping into the intended constructs. For
a fuller description of the validation of this measure, see Supplementary
Online Material.

Neuroticism

In addition, we measured the potential confound of trait neuro-
ticism. Trait neuroticism was assessed by combining the Volatility and



Table 1
Dilemma summary.

Original name Dilemmas as they appeared to participants % Utilitarian judgment

Vitamin deficiency You are the leader of a mountaineering expedition that is stranded in the wilderness.
Your expedition includes a family of six that has a genetically caused vitamin deficiency.
A few people's kidneys contain large amounts of this vitamin.
There is one such person in your party. The only way to save the lives of the six members of
this family is to remove one of this man's kidneys so that the necessary vitamins may be
extracted from it. The man will not die if you do this, but his health will be compromised.
The man is opposed to this plan, but you have the power to do as you see fit.
How wrong would it be for you to forcibly remove the man's kidney in order to save the
lives of the six vitamin-deficient people?

35%

Lifeboat You are on a cruise ship when there is a fire on board, and the ship has to be abandoned.
The lifeboats are carrying many more people than they were designed to carry.
The lifeboat you're in is sitting dangerously low in the water—a few inches lower and it will sink.
The seas start to get rough, and the boat begins to fill with water. If nothing is done it will sink
before the rescue boats arrive and everyone on board will die. However, there is an injured
person who will not survive in any case. If you throw that person overboard the boat will stay
afloat and the remaining passengers will be saved.
How wrong would it be for you to throw the injured person overboard in order to save the lives of
the remaining passengers on the lifeboat?

71%

Sacrifice You, your spouse, and your four children are crossing a mountain range on your return journey to
your homeland. You have inadvertently set up camp on a local clan's sacred burial ground.
The leader of the clan says that according to the local laws, you and your family must be put to death.
However, he will let yourself, your spouse, and your three other children live if
you yourself will kill your oldest child.
How wrong would it be for you to kill your oldest child in order to save your spouse and your other three children?

51%

Sophie's choice It is wartime and you and your two children, ages eight and five, are living in a
territory that has been occupied by the enemy. At the enemy's headquarters is a doctor who
performs painful experiments on humans that inevitably lead to death.
He intends to perform experiments on one of your children, but he will allow you to
choose which of your children will be experimented upon. You have twenty-four hours to
bring one of your children to his laboratory.
If you refuse to bring one of your children to his laboratory he will find them both and experiment on both of them.
How wrong would it be for you to bring one of your children to the laboratory in order to
avoid having both of them die?

62%

Euthanasia You are the leader of a small group of soldiers. You are on your way back from a completed
mission deep in enemy territory when one of your men has stepped in a trap that has been set
by the enemy and is badly injured. The trap is connected to a radio device that by now has
alerted the enemy to your presence. They will soon be on their way.
If the enemy finds your injured man they will torture him and kill him. He begs you not to leave
him behind, but if you try to take him with you your entire group will be captured.
The only way to prevent this injured soldier from being tortured is to shoot him yourself.
How wrong would it be for you to shoot this soldier in order to prevent him from being tortured by the enemy?

63%

Crying baby Enemy soldiers have taken over your village. They have orders to kill all remaining civilians.
You and some of your townspeople have sought refuge in the cellar of a large house.
Outside you hear the voices of soldiers who have come to search the house for valuables.
Your baby begins to cry loudly. You cover his mouth to block the sound. If you remove your
hand from his mouth his crying will summon the attention of the soldiers who will kill you,
your child, and the others hiding out in the cellar.
To save yourself and the others you must smother your child to death.
How wrong would it be for you to smother your child in order to save yourself and the other townspeople?

60%

Table 2
Pre-test: Correlation between variables.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Wrongness ratings –

2. Anxious attachment − .16⁎⁎ –

3. Avoidant attachment − .11⁎⁎ .47⁎⁎ –

4. Deontological beliefs .43⁎⁎ .01 − .14⁎⁎ –

5. Utilitarian beliefs − .19⁎⁎ .21⁎⁎ .16⁎⁎ − .14⁎⁎ –

6. Empathic concern .29⁎⁎ − .06⁎ − .32⁎⁎ .3⁎⁎ − .31⁎⁎ –

7. Neuroticism − .07⁎ .67⁎⁎ .38⁎⁎ − .001 .12⁎⁎ − .06⁎ –

Note: Increased wrongness ratings indicate a stronger deontological moral judgment.
⁎⁎ Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
⁎ Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
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Withdrawal sub-scales of the Big Five Aspect Scale (BFAS) (DeYoung,
Quilty, & Peterson, 2007), α = .91 (e.g. “I get upset easily”, “I am filled
with doubts about things”).

Results and discussion

Wrongness ratings

A correlation matrix (Table 2) is provided for the variables of inter-
est. Both anxious attachment, r(1203) = − .16, p b .001, and avoidant
attachment, r(1203) = − .11, p b .001, were negatively correlated
with wrongness ratings, indicating that both forms of attachment inse-
curity predicted rating the utilitarian course of action as less wrong.

Attachment insecurity versus neuroticism

As depicted in Table 2, both anxious and avoidant attachment were
associated with neuroticism. We conducted a hierarchical regression
analysis to test whether neuroticism would explain the association
between utilitarianism and anxious attachment. In Step 1, wrongness
ratings were regressed on neuroticism and revealed a significant rela-
tionship, R2 = .07, F(1, 1197) = 6.07, p b .02. In Step 2, anxious and
avoidant attachmentwere added to themodel. Themodel that included
anxious and avoidant attachment accounted for significantly more
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variance than the model that only included neuroticism, R2Δ = .02,
F(2, 1195) = 14.04, p b .001. In addition, the second model revealed
a significant effect for attachment anxiety, b=− .27, SE=.06, t(1195)=
−4.43, p b .001, d = .26, but there was no significant effect of neuroti-
cism, b= .13, SE= .08, t(1195) = 1.71, p= .09, d= .10, or attachment
avoidance, b=− .09, SE= .06, t(1195) =−1.47, p= .17, d= .08.

Given that anxious and avoidant attachment were significantly
correlated, r(1203) = .47, p b .001, avoidant attachment may not have
significantly contributed to the prediction of wrongness ratings in the
full model due to overlapping variance. To address this possibility, we
re-conducted the analyses separately for anxious attachment, then
Table 3
Dilemma summary.

Original name Dilemmas as they appeared to participants.

Vitamin deficiency You are the leader of a mountaineering expedition that
Your expedition includes a family of six that has a gene
A few people's kidneys contain large amounts of this vi
your party. The only way to save the lives of the six me
one of this man's kidneys so that the necessary vitamin
The man will not die if you do this, but his health will b
The man is opposed to this plan, but you have the powe
How wrong would it be for you to forcibly remove the m
lives of the six vitamin-deficient people?

Nuclear reactor You are the inspector of a nuclear power plant that you
The plant foreman and you are touring the facility when
The emergency coolant system fails to activate, and a ch
will result in a nuclear meltdown.
This will release lethal radiation into the nearby town, k
You realize that the only way to stop the meltdown is t
This will remove just enough heat energy from the rod
However, it will also incinerate the foreman instantly.
How wrong would it be to push the foreman into the fu
save the people in the nearby town?

Modified vaccine A viral epidemic has spread across the globe killing tho
researcher and have developed two substances in your
is a vaccine, but you don't know which because both of
You also know that the other substance is deadly. Once
vaccine you can create more to save thousands of lives.
and the only way to identify the vaccine with certainty
people against their wishes.
One person will live, the other will die, and you will be
How wrong would it be to administer the two vaccines
the spreading epidemic?

Sophie's choice It is wartime and you and your two children, ages eight
been occupied by the enemy. At the enemy's headquart
experiments on humans that inevitably lead to death.
He intends to perform experiments on one of your child
which of your children will be experimented upon. You
your children to his laboratory.
If you refuse to bring one of your children to his laborat
experiment on both of them.
How wrong would it be for you to bring one of your chi
avoid having both of them die?

Nobel Prize You and a fellow researcher have discovered a powerfu
You realize that this could lead to the elimination of po
However, your colleague wants to sell this discovery.
You know your colleague well enough to know that he
bidder at the first opportunity. You know that he plans
some of whom will certainly try to use this as a horrible
The only way that you can prevent him from doing so i
chemical normally found in the lab working on these ty
Everyone will think that it was just a lab accident, and t
who might create a weapon out of it.
How wrong would it be for you to poison your colleagu
being turned into a horrible weapon?

Crying baby Enemy soldiers have taken over your village. They have
You and some of your townspeople have sought refuge
Outside you hear the voices of soldiers who have come
Your baby begins to cry loudly. You cover his mouth to
hand from his mouth his crying will summon the atten
your child, and the others hiding out in the cellar.
To save yourself and the others you must smother your
How wrong would it be for you to smother your child in
avoidant attachment. A hierarchical regression analysis with neuro-
ticism added first and attachment anxiety added second showed that
while attachment anxiety significantly predicted wrongness ratings,
b = − .29, SE = .06, t(1196) = −5.17, p b .001, d = .30, the unique
effect of neuroticism was not significant, b = .12, SE = .08, t(1196) =
1.6, p = .12, d = .09. A second analysis that substituted attachment
avoidance for attachment anxiety showed that while attachment avoid-
ance significantly predicted wrongness ratings, b = − .17, SE = .06,
t(1196) = −2.9, p b .01, d = .17, neuroticism did not, b = − .07,
SE = .06, t(1196) =−1.18, p = .24, d = .07. Thus, when assessed
separately, both anxious attachment and avoidant attachment
% Utilitarian judgment

is stranded in the wilderness.
tically caused vitamin deficiency.
tamin.There is one such person in
mbers of this family is to remove
s may be extracted from it.
e compromised.
r to do as you see fit.
an's kidney in order to save the

35%

suspect has not met its safety requirements.
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ain reaction is about to begin which

illing thousands of people.
o push the foreman into the fuel rod assembly.
assembly to prevent the nuclear chain reaction.

el rod assembly in order to

50%

usands of people. You are a medical
laboratory. You know that one of them
the vials have been mislabeled as vaccine.
you figure out which substance is the
You have two lab assistants who work with you,
is to inject the two substances into these

able to start saving lives with your vaccine.
to the lab assistants in order to find the cure for

55.7%

and five, are living in a territory that has
ers is a doctor who performs painful

ren, but he will allow you to choose
have twenty-four hours to bring one of

ory he will find them both and

ldren to the laboratory in order to

62%

l new energy source that is cheap, safe, and clean.
llution and poverty around the world.

will sell the discovery to the highest
to contact the potential buyers today,
weapon.

s to poison him with an extremely deadly
pes of projects.
he discovery will not be sold to those

e in order to prevent your discovery from

40%

orders to kill allremaining civilians.
in the cellar of a large house.
to search the house for valuables.
block the sound. If you remove your
tion of the soldiers who will kill you,

child to death.
order to save yourself and the other townspeople?

60%



Table 4
Study 1: Correlation between variables in the path model.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Wrongness rating –

2. Anxious attachment − .14⁎⁎ –

3. Avoidant attachment − .19⁎⁎ .4⁎⁎ –

4. Need to belong − .01 .59⁎⁎ − .18⁎ –

5. Discomfort with caregiving − .2⁎⁎ .21⁎⁎ .36⁎⁎ − .05 –

6. Empathy for the victim .43⁎⁎ − .05 − .17⁎⁎ .07 − .34⁎⁎ –

7. Empathy for the entire − .41⁎⁎ .11⁎ .05 .12⁎ − .07 .02 –
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continued to predict wrongness ratings for the utilitarian action over
and above neuroticism.1

Relationship of attachment style to Consequentialist Scale

Recall that the Consequentialist Scale measures endorsement of
statements supporting a generalized deontological or utilitarian posi-
tion (independent of any specific scenario). We found that anxious
attachment was positively correlated with the endorsement of general-
ized utilitarian statements, r(1203) = .21, p b .001, but was not corre-
lated with the endorsement of generalized deontological statements,
r(1203) = .01, p = .83. Avoidant attachment was positively correlated
with endorsement of utilitarian beliefs, r(1203) = .16, p b .001, and
negatively correlated with endorsement of deontological beliefs,
r(1203)=− .14, p b .001. This highlights an interesting asymmetry be-
tween anxious and avoidant attachment. While both anxious and
avoidant attachment was associated with greater endorsement of utili-
tarian beliefs, only avoidant attachment was negatively associated with
deontological beliefs. This relationship suggests that, compared to anx-
ious individuals, avoidant individuals feel less bound to uphold moral
principles.

In summary, the pretest results demonstrated that both anxious and
avoidant attachment predict (a) rating the utilitarian course of action as
lesswrong and (b) the endorsement of utilitarian conceptsmore gener-
ally. These associations (which were small in magnitude) could not be
explained by trait neuroticism.

Study 1

In Study 1 we turned to our main purpose: to identify the mecha-
nisms for these associations. As noted, we expected that anxiously
attached individuals would bemore likely to endorse the utilitarian op-
tion because their strongneed to belong fosters a focus on thewelfare of
the larger group. In contrast, we expected that avoidant individuals
would be more likely to endorse the utilitarian option because their
discomfort in caring for others fosters less empathy for the individual
being sacrificed.

Method

Participants

We recruited 421 residents (159males) of the United States through
Amazon's Mechanical Turk survey service. The average age of partici-
pants was 30.29 (range = 18 to 74).

Materials and procedure

As part of a larger survey, participants completed the Attachment
Style Questionnaire, the Need to Belong scale, and the Caregiving
System scale (described in detail below). Participants were also asked
to evaluate the sixmoral dilemmas. After the participants had evaluated
the dilemmas, they were asked to complete the individual versus group
focus scale (see below) to help provide insight into what motivated
their moral judgments. The individual differences questionnaires and
the moral dilemma questions were counterbalanced.

Dilemmas

Participants evaluated six dilemmas as in Study 1 (see Table 3).
Three of the dilemmas were used in the pretesting (Vitamins, Sophie's
Choice, and Crying Baby) and threewere used for the first time (Nuclear
1 We also assessed trait empathy (Davis, 1983). Results showed that both attachment
anxiety and attachment avoidance predicted wrongness rating over and above empathic
concern. See Supplementary Online Material for a full description of the analysis.
Reactor, Vaccine, and Nobel Prize) (Greene et al., 2008; Moore et al.,
2008). Wrongness ratings across the six dilemmas were reliable, α =
.76. Therefore, we aggregated the ratings into a single variable.

Attachment Style Questionnaire

(Feeney et al., 1994). Attachment anxiety was measured with 13
items (e.g., “I find that others are reluctant to get as close as I would
like”, α= .87), and avoidance is measured with 16 items (e.g., “I prefer
to depend on myself rather than other people”, α = .85).

Need to belong

(Leary, Kelly, Cottrell, & Schreindorfer, 2005). Ten items measured
individuals' self-reported need to belong (e.g., “I want other people
to accept me”, α = .84), using a five-point scale, 1 = strongly disagree,
5 = strongly agree.

Discomfort with caregiving

(Shaver et al., 2010). Ten items from the Caregiving System Scale
measured discomfort with caregiving (e.g., “I feel uncomfortable when
I'm required to help others”, α = .91), using a seven-point scale, 1 =
strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree.

Individual versus group focus scale

In typical deontological/utilitarian dilemmas, one individualmust be
sacrificed for the good of the group. In the present study, we devised
four questions to assess participants' subjective emphasis on the
sacrificed individual's outcomes or the group's outcomes. To assess
focus on the victim, participants rated how much their judgments
were affected by 1) “The welfare of the person being sacrificed” and
2) “How the person being sacrificed would feel” (1 = Didn't affect my
judgments at all, 7 = Affected my judgments strongly), α= .83. To assess
sensitivity to the group'swelfare, participantswere asked to rate the de-
gree towhich they considered 1) “Thewelfare of all the people involved
as a whole” and 2) “What I thought would be best for the group as a
whole”, α = .88. Participants completed these questions once they
had evaluated all six dilemmas.

Results and discussion

Recall that higher wrongness ratings indicated greater condemna-
tion for the utilitarian course of action. In the present data, wrongness
ratings were negatively correlated with both anxious attachment,
r(419) = − .14, p = .003, and avoidant attachment, r(419) = − .19,
p b .001. Thus, as in the pretest, both forms of attachment insecurity
predicted rating the utilitarian option less wrong. Please see Table 4
for a complete summary of the correlations between the variables of
interest.
group

Note: Increased wrongness ratings indicate a stronger deontological moral judgment.
⁎⁎ Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
⁎ Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).



Fig. 1. Study 1 path model predicting wrongness ratings.
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We used path analysis to test for mediators of the respective links
between attachment insecurity and utilitarianism. The final model is
depicted in Fig. 1. This model had good fit, RMSEA = 0.02, 90% CI [0,
0.19]; CFI = .99, and all paths in the model were significant. Consistent
with past research, anxiously attached participants reported a higher
need to belong, β= .77, Z= 20.46, p b .001. Higher need to belong pre-
dicted higher focus on the group, β = .12, Z = 2.42, p = .02. Greater
focus on the group was associated with lower wrongness ratings for
the utilitarian option, β = − .41, Z = −10.41, p b .001. Although the
correlational nature of these data prevent firm causal inferences, this
pattern suggests that anxiously attached individuals aremore accepting
Fig. 2. Study 1 unconstrained path mo
of the decision to sacrifice an individual to save a group because they are
more focused on the group's welfare.

A different story emerged for avoidantly attached individuals. Repli-
cating past research (Shaver et al., 2010), avoidantly attached individ-
uals expressed greater discomfort with caring for others, β = .36,
Z = 7.86, p b .001. This discomfort with caregiving was associated
with lower empathy for the individual who was sacrificed, β = − .34,
Z =−7.35, p b .001. Empathy for the individual sacrificed, in turn, pre-
dicted wrongness ratings, β= .42, Z = 10.59, p b .001. Again, although
the correlational nature of these data does not permit firm causal infer-
ences, the following interpretation is plausible: avoidantly attached
del predicting wrongness ratings.



Table 5
Study 2: Correlation between variables in the path model.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Wrongness rating –

2. Anxious attachment − .18⁎⁎ –

3. Avoidant attachment − .15⁎⁎ .39⁎⁎ –

4. Need to belong − .08 .61⁎⁎ − .16⁎ –

5. Discomfort with
caregiving

− .19⁎⁎ .22⁎⁎ .41⁎⁎ − .08 –

6. Empathy for the victim .51⁎⁎ − .08 − .16⁎⁎ .08 − .3⁎⁎ –

7. Empathy for the entire
group

− .31⁎⁎ .1⁎ .03 .14⁎ − .12⁎ .13⁎⁎ –

Note: Increased wrongness ratings indicate a stronger deontological moral judgment.
⁎⁎ Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
⁎ Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
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individuals were more accepting of the decision to sacrifice an individ-
ual to save a group because they empathized less with the victim. This
tendency was predicted by their general discomfort with caring for
others.

We also created an unconstrained model in which we included
paths between anxious attachment and discomfort with caregiving,
anxious attachment and victim empathy, avoidant attachment and
group empathy, and a direct path between anxious attachment and
wrongness ratings (see Fig. 2). This model would suggest that anxiously
and avoidantly attached individuals reacted similarly to the dilemmas.
As depicted in the figure, these added paths were not significant, sug-
gesting that anxiously and avoidantly attached individuals reached util-
itarian judgments for different reasons. Although the unconstrained
model fit the data well, RMSEA = 0.02, 90% CI [0.0, 0.06]; CFI = .996,
a Likelihood Ratio test of the twomodels suggested that thefit of the un-
constrained model was not superior to that of the constrained model,
χ2(4) = 5.08, p = 0.28. Thus, the constrained model (with the addi-
tional, non-significant paths removed) is preferred for its parsimony.

To summarize, Study 1 provided support for the hypothesis that
anxiously attached and avoidantly attached individuals are less likely
to condemn the utilitarian course of action but do so for different rea-
sons. Although both favor the group over the sacrificed individual, for
anxious people this tendencywas associatedwith a stronger need to be-
long and greater focus on thewelfare of the group,whereas for avoidant
Fig. 3. Study 2 path model pred
people this tendency was associated with discomfort with caring for
others and lower empathy for the individual to be sacrificed.

Study 2

Because the multiple paths linking attachment insecurity and utili-
tarianism have not, to our knowledge, been demonstrated before, we
considered it important to replicate the effects with a new sample
(Schimmack, 2012; Simmons, Nelson, & Simonsohn, 2011).

Method

Participants

We recruited 488 residents (181males) of theUnited States through
Mechanical Turk. The average age of participantswas 29.99 (range=18
to 70). Participants reported an average of 15.02 (SD= 2.696) years of
formal education (beginning at grade one).

Materials and procedure

The materials and procedure were identical to Study 1.

Results and discussion

Replicating the previous findings, wrongness ratings were negative-
ly correlated with both anxious attachment, r(417) = − .18, p b .001,
and avoidant attachment, r(417) = − .15, p = .003, Both forms of at-
tachment insecurity predicted rating the utilitarian course of action as
less wrong. Please see Table 5 for a complete summary of the correla-
tions between the variables of interest.

Again, we used path analysis to test for our hypothesized pathways
between attachment insecurity and utilitarian judgment. The final
model is presented in Fig. 3. This model was highly similar to that of
Study 1 (Fig. 1). The model had good fit, RMSEA = 0.05, 90% CI [0,
0.22]; CFI = .98, and all paths presented in the model were significant.
As in Study 1, greater anxious attachment was associated with a greater
need to belong, β= .79, Z= 21.87, p b .001. Need to belong predicted a
greater focus on the group'swelfare (as opposed to that of the sacrificed
icting wrongness ratings.



Fig. 4. Study 2 unconstrained path model predicting wrongness ratings.
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individual), β = .13, Z = 2.72, p = .007. This greater emphasis on the
group's welfare, was associated with the rating the utilitarian course
of action as less wrong, β = − .36, Z = −9.67, p b .001.

In contrast, increased avoidant attachment predicted greater dis-
comfort with caring for others, β = .41, Z = 9.20, p b .001. Discomfort
with caring for others was associated with lower empathy for the indi-
vidual being sacrificed, β=− .31, Z=−6.53, p b .001. Lower empathy
for the individual being sacrificed, in turn, predicted lower wrongness
ratings for the utilitarian course of action., β = .53, Z = 14.28,
p b .001. Thus, as in Study 1, anxiously and avoidantly attached individ-
uals both favored the utilitarian option, but for distinct reasons.

As in Study 1, we also compared our model in Study 2 to a less
constrained model. The unconstrained model fit the data adequately,
RMSEA = 0.06, 90% CI [0.03, 0.09]; CFI = .98. However, a Likelihood
Ratio test of the two models suggested that the models fit the data
equally well, χ2(4) = 3.98, p = 0.41. Thus, as in Study 1, the
constrained model is preferred for its parsimony. See Fig. 4.

To summarize, Study 2 replicated Study 1: both anxious and
avoidant attachment predicted utilitarian judgment, but via different
associations. Anxiously attached individuals reached the utilitarian
option by beingmore focused on the group's welfare, whereas avoidant
individuals reached their judgment via reduced empathy toward the
victim.

Study 3

The evidence so far suggests that anxiously attached individuals, due
to their strong need to belong, make utilitarian moral decisions not be-
cause they care less about the victim's welfare, but because they care
more about the group's welfare. By aiding the group (at the expense
of one individual), anxiously attached individuals maximize opportuni-
ties for approval, gratitude, and acceptance, thereby increasing the like-
lihood of meeting their belongingness needs. What would happen,
however, if anxiously attached people were informed that the group
wanted them to choose the sacrificed individual over themselves?
Would they continue to follow the wishes of the group?

In Study 3, we manipulated the desires of the group. We hypo-
thesized that if gaining social approval is truly important to anxiously
attached people, then when they are informed that the group prefers
the utilitarian option, they will endorse it especially strongly, but
when the group prefers the deontological option, they will endorse
the utilitarian option less strongly. If anxiously attached people's judg-
ments shifted according to the group's desires, this would suggest that
the desire to fulfill the group's wishes is a significant contributor to
their moral judgment. Study 3's approach of manipulating a proposed
mediator follows Spencer, Zanna, and Fong's (2005) claim that
such an approach can helpfully supplement traditional meditational
analyses.

Method

Participants

Participants were American residents who were recruited through
Mechanical Turk. The final sample consisted of 218 individuals (109
males, 108 females, and one participant did not indicate their gender).
The average age of participants was 36.68 years (range = 19–72).
Fifty-seven participants began the survey but did not complete the
critical measures and thus could not be included in the analyses.
Furthermore, because we have observed an increasing number of rote
participants (e.g., those who marked the same response for all ques-
tionnaire items), we included three questions designed to identify
uninterestedparticipants.When the survey had been completed, partic-
ipants were asked to rate, using a 5-point Likert Scale (1= Strongly Dis-
agree, 5 = Strongly Agree), how strongly they agreed with three
statements (1. “I was completely distracted while completing this
task” 2. “I answered each question honestly and to the best of my abili-
ty” and 3. “I did not take this task seriously at all”). These three items
(item #2 reversed scored) showed reasonable reliability, α = .67, and
were aggregated to from an attention check variable. We decided a
priori that participants who scored 2 or higher on this variable failed
the attention check. Based on this criterion, a total of 37 participants
failed the attention check and were removed prior to conducting the
analyses.

Materials and procedure

Participants completed demographics information and the Adult
Attachment Scale. Participants then worked on a filler task (word



Table 6
Dilemmas used in Study 3.

Deontological consensus
condition

You are the leader of a mountaineering expedition that is stranded in the wilderness. Your expedition includes a family of six that has a
genetically caused vitamin deficiency.
A few people's kidneys contain large amounts of this vitamin.
There is one such person in your party. The only way to save the lives of the six members of this family is to remove one of this man's kidneys so
that the necessary vitamins may be extracted from it. The man will not die if you do this, but his health will be compromised.
You discuss the situation with the six vitamin-deficient family members. The family members all agree that removing the man's kidney is the
wrong thing to do. They tell you that they would feel very upset if you were to commit this act in order to save their lives.
The man is opposed to having his kidney removed, but you have the power to do as you see fit.

Utilitarian consensus
condition

You are the leader of a mountaineering expedition that is stranded in the wilderness. Your expedition includes a family of six that has a
genetically caused vitamin deficiency.
A few people's kidneys contain large amounts of this vitamin.
There is one such person in your party. The only way to save the lives of the six members of this family is to remove one of this man's kidneys so
that the necessary vitamins may be extracted from it. The man will not die if you do this, but his health will be compromised.
You discuss the situation with the six vitamin-deficient family members. The family members all agree that removing the man's kidney is the
right thing to do. They tell you that they would feel very grateful if you were to commit this act in order to save their lives.
The man is opposed to having his kidney removed, but you have the power to do as you see fit.

Control condition You are the leader of a mountaineering expedition that is stranded in the wilderness. Your expedition includes a family of six that has a
genetically caused vitamin deficiency.
A few people's kidneys contain large amounts of this vitamin.
There is one such person in your party. The only way to save the lives of the six members of this family is to remove one of this man's kidneys so
that the necessary vitamins may be extracted from it. The man will not die if you do this, but his health will be compromised.
The man is opposed to this plan, but you have the power to do as you see fit.
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Fig. 5. Consensus condition by anxious attachment interaction.
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unscramble—see below) before finally completing the experimental
manipulation.

Attachment Style Questionnaire

(Feeney et al., 1994). The same scale used in the previous studies
was used to assess attachment style. The items measuring anxious at-
tachment showed good internal reliability, α= .91. The items measur-
ing avoidant attachment also showed good internal reliability, α= .87.

Filler task

Participants then completed a filler task between the questionnaires
and the moral dilemma. The purpose of this task was to clear working
memory, thereby reducing potential contamination between the Adult
Attachment Scale and participants' moral judgments. On this task,
participants unscrambled 10 incoherent letter strings into actual
words. Participants were given five minutes to complete this task.
Whether or not the participant had completed all ten word puzzles,
the experiment continued once the five minutes had elapsed. Next,
participants were randomly assigned to one of three experimental con-
ditions in which the content of the moral dilemma was altered.

Experimental manipulation

Recall that the purpose of this studywas to examinewhether knowl-
edge of the characters' wisheswould influence participants' moral judg-
ments. We therefore created two versions of the “Vitamins” dilemma
(Greene et al., 2008). In the “utilitarian consensus” condition, partici-
pants read that the group who could be saved wanted the actor to
force another individual to make a sacrifice involving extreme bodily
harm. (“You discuss the situation with the six vitamin-deficient family
members. The family members all agree that removing the man's kid-
ney is the right thing to do. They tell you that theywould feel very grate-
ful if you were to commit this act in order to save their lives.”) In the
“deontological consensus” condition, participants read that the group
who could be saved did not want the actor to force another individual
to sacrifice his kidney. (“You discuss the situation with the six
vitamin-deficient family members. The family members all agree that
removing the man's kidney is the wrong thing to do. They tell you
that they would feel very upset if you were to commit this act in order
to save their lives.”) The control condition included no information
about characters' desires (See Table 6 for the full text of the dilemmas).
After reading the dilemma, participants were asked to respond to
two questions: (1) “Howwrongwould it be to remove theman's kidney
resulting in the lives of the vitamin deficient family being saved?” (util-
itarian choice) and (2) “How wrong would it be NOT to remove the
man's kidney resulting in the deaths of the vitamin deficient family?”
(deontological choice). The order of these questions was randomized
between participants to minimize any presentation effects. Participants
indicated their responses on 6-point scales (1 = Not wrong at all, 6 =
Extremely Wrong). Responses to these two questions were highly
reverse-correlated, r = − .66. Thus, we calculated a single aggregate
term (with Question #1 reverse-scored), such that higher scores indi-
cated greater endorsement of the utilitarian course of action.

Results

We found that overall the consensusmanipulation did not influence
participants' judgments (R2 b .01, F (2, 215)= .41, p= .66,MDeontological

2.57, sd = 1.32; MUtilitarian = 2.75, sd = 1.60; MControl = 2.75, sd =
1.28;).

How, if at all, did participants' responses to the consensusmanipula-
tion vary according to their attachment style? To conduct a regression
analysis, we created dummy variables for the different experimental
conditions. The control group was coded as the reference group. Next,
attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance scores were mean cen-
tered and all interaction terms were created (West, Aiken, & Krull,
1996). In thefirst step of a hierarchical regression analysis, we regressed
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Fig. 6. Consensus condition by avoidant attachment interaction.

3 Note that in the control condition, although the correlation between attachment anx-
iety utilitarian judgment was of similarmagnitude as in previous studies (r= .11), the ef-
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aggregate endorsement of the utilitarian course of action on the three
main effects (consensus condition, attachment anxiety, and attachment
avoidance). This model predicted wrongness ratings, R2 = .05,
F(4, 213) = 2.49, p b .05. In the second step we added the two two-
way interactions (consensus condition * attachment anxiety and
consensus condition * attachment avoidance). More variance in en-
dorsement of the utilitarian course of action was accounted for
when the interaction terms were added to the model, R2Δ = 0.05,
F(4, 209) = 3.46, p = .03.2 To test whether the two-way interaction
between experimental condition and attachment anxiety was signif-
icant, we removed the consensus condition * attachment anxiety
terms from the model calculated in step 2 and observed the change
in the R2 value. This revealed a significant two-way interaction between
condition and attachment anxiety, R2Δ= .04, F(2, 209)= 4.36, p= .01.
Using the same method, we also tested whether the two-way interac-
tion between experimental condition and attachment avoidance was
significant. The results revealed a significant interaction between
experimental condition and attachment avoidance, R2Δ = 0.03,
F(2, 209) = 3.22, p = .04. Next we examined to the simple effects
for both two-way interactions.

Anxious attachment

The simple effects were calculated using the method suggested by
West et al. (1996). Because attachment anxiety and attachment avoid-
ance were correlated, r(216) = .49, we included attachment avoidance
as a covariate in the model. Furthermore, Yzerbyt, Muller, and Judd
(2004) suggested thatwhen including a covariate in amodel with ama-
nipulated variable, the interaction term between the manipulated vari-
able and the covariate should also be included in order to prevent a
biased estimate. With this suggestion in mind, we included the inter-
action term between our consensus manipulation and attachment
avoidance. See Fig. 5 for a depiction of the experimental con-
dition ∗ attachment anxiety interaction. Tests of the simple slopes re-
vealed that endorsement of the utilitarian course of action did not
vary as a function of attachment anxiety in the deontological consensus
condition, t(209) = 1.27, p = .21, d = .18 or in the control condition,
t(209) = .08, p = .94, d = .01. Endorsement of the utilitarian course
of action did vary significantly as a function of attachment anxiety
in the utilitarian consensus condition, t(209) = 4.10, p b .0001, d =
0.58. In other words, when the group preferred the utilitarian option
(i.e. to remove the man's kidney to save the others), the higher partici-
pants' attachment anxiety, the more they endorsed the utilitarian
course of action. However, when the group expressed a preference for
the deontological option (i.e. not to remove the man's kidney to save
the others), participants' degree of attachment anxiety no longer
2 We also tested the attachment anxiety ∗ attachment avoidance interaction as well as
the three-way interaction and neither were significant predictors of wrongness ratings.
influenced their judgment. In summary, when the group favored the
utilitarian option, anxiously attached participants endorsed that option
with enthusiasm. However, when the group favored the deontological
option, anxiously attached participants appeared less committed to
the utilitarian option.

Examining this effect further, we found that at high levels of attach-
ment anxiety, participants in the utilitarian consensus condition were
more likely to endorse the utilitarian option than were participants in
the deontological consensus condition, t(209) = 2.25, p = .03, d =
.31. In contrast, at low levels of attachment anxiety, there was no differ-
ence in the endorsement of the utilitarian option between the deonto-
logical consensus and utilitarian consensus conditions, t(209) = .96,
p= .34, d = .13. This pattern is consistent with our suggestion that in-
dividuals who are high in anxious attachment make moral judgments
that more are sensitive to the group's wishes.

Avoidant attachment

We next examined the experimental condition ∗ attachment avoid-
ance interaction (using the same procedure described above) and found
a different pattern of results (see Fig. 6). Tests of the simple slopes re-
vealed that endorsement of the utilitarian option did not vary as a func-
tion of attachment avoidance in the deontological consensus condition,
t(209) = 1.24, p = .22, d = .17, or in the control condition, t(209) =
.97, p = .33, d = .13. Endorsement of the utilitarian course of action
did vary significantly as a function of attachment avoidance in the utilitar-
ian consensus condition, t(209)= 2.50, p=.01, d=.35, but in the oppo-
site direction of anxiously attachedparticipants. In otherwords,when the
group preferred the utilitarian option, those who were higher in attach-
ment avoidance were more likely to condemn the utilitarian option.

This effect, which exceeded our expectations, may represent a
boundary condition to avoidantly attached people's general preference
for the utilitarian option (Koleva et al., 2014). These data suggest that
avoidantly attached people prefer the utilitarian option unless it is the
majority option; in that case, they defect toward the deontological op-
tion. This pattern is consistent with findings indicating that avoidant
people tend to actively resist influence from others (Overall & Sibley,
2009; Overall, Simpson, & Struthers, 2013) in order to defensively pro-
tect of their autonomy (e.g., Simpson, Rholes, Oriña, & Grich, 2002).
The present data indicated that avoidantly attached individuals pre-
ferred to make more deontological judgments rather than conform to
the opinions of the group, potentially because the latter choice poses a
threat to their independence.3

In summary, the differences between the utilitarian consensus con-
dition and the deontological consensus condition suggests that both
anxiously and avoidantly attached people base their judgment at least
in part on their view of the group's preference. Whereas anxiously at-
tached participants shifted toward the group's preference, avoidantly
attached participants shifted away from the group's preference. The
notion that moral decision makers may take into account the wishes
of those who are actually in the situation has been largely absent from
previous studies on consequentialist reasoning.

General discussion

Moral reasoning does not occur in a social vacuum. One important
interpersonal influence on moral reasoning appears to be attachment
style (e.g., Kogut & Kogut, 2013; Koleva et al., 2014). This is not surpris-
ing given that attachment style represents a fundamental lens through
which adults interpret their social environment (Mikulincer & Shaver,
fect was not significant. This wasmost likely because the power was inadequate to detect
this small effect; this condition contained only 72 participants whereas our previous stud-
ies and Koleva et al. (2014) report samples ranging from n = 421 to n = 7533.
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2007). In the pretest, we found that (a) both anxious and avoidant at-
tachment were associated with decreased wrongness ratings for the
utilitarian course of action and (b) this association could not be ex-
plained by neuroticism. In Studies 1 and 2 we found that while the
moral judgment output was the same for anxious and avoidant people,
the pattern of associations differed. Anxious attachment predicted a
higher need to belong, which in turn was associated with greater
focus on the group as a whole. This translated into wrongness judg-
ments that prioritized thewelfare of the group as a whole over thewel-
fare of the sacrificed individual. On the other hand, avoidant attachment
was related to discomfort with caring for others, which in turn was
associated with less empathy for the individual to be harmed. Lower
empathy toward the victim was associated with viewing the act of
sacrificing an individual for the good of the group as less wrong. This
pattern is consistent with recent results reported by Kogut and Kogut
(2013) in which anxiously attached individuals donated more money
to identifiable victims than to unidentifiable victims, while avoidant
individuals donated equivalent (and lower) amounts of money to iden-
tifiable and unidentifiable victims. According to our framework, because
anxiously attached individuals are powerfully motivated to seek social
acceptance, they are more willing to provide help when there is a pos-
sibility of their help being recognized. Similarly, in utilitarian dilemmas,
providinghelp to the larger number of people increases the likelihoodof
recognition and acceptance.

In Study 3, we demonstrated that the moral judgments of anxiously
attached individuals are influenced by what they believe the group de-
sires. When the group desired the utilitarian option, those who were
high in attachment anxiety were more likely to endorse the utilitarian
course of action. However, when the group desired the deontological
option, attachment anxiety played no role in predicting moral judg-
ments. In other words, we removed the effect of attachment anxiety
onmoral judgments by providing feedback that the group desired a de-
ontological outcome. This pattern suggests that a principal reason why
anxiously (and not avoidantly) attached people choose the utilitarian
option is that they see that option as a vehicle to social approval.
When the utilitarian option does not promise to yield such approval,
they are less likely to endorse that option.

In contrast, whereas in general avoidant people choose the utili-
tarian option, in Study 3, when the group desired the utilitarian
option, high (but not low) avoidant participants made a point of
condemning that option. This reactance-like tendency to actively
resist influence from others has been demonstrated in previous
work on avoidantly attached individuals (e.g., Overall & Sibley,
2009; Overall et al., 2013)

Limitations and future directions

First, it should be noted that although the associations between
attachment insecurity and utilitarian judgment were robust and repli-
cable, the effect sizes were small. Nevertheless, we suggest that future
researchers may gain a more detailed glimpse into the psychology of
moral decision by incorporating a range of interpersonal variables
including—but not limited to—attachment style.

Furthermore, much of the evidence presented here is correlational
in nature. While the results or Study 1 and Study 2 are suggestive of a
potential mechanism linking anxious and avoidant attachment with
utilitarian moral judgments, these results must be interpreted in
terms of correlations. Future researchers may look to experimentally
manipulate constructs in our path models (e.g., need to belong) in
order to permit firmer claims about causality.

In addition, if anxiously attached individuals are deeply concerned
with social acceptance, why do they not gravitate toward the deonto-
logical position by upholding universally cherished societal rules such
as “Thou shalt not kill”? Perhaps in Study 3 anxiously attached individ-
uals were not acquiescing to the wishes of the people in the scenario as
much as they were conforming to what they presumed was the
consensus choice in society. In other words, in the manner of “intuitive
politicians” (Tetlock, 2002), anxiously attached individuals may steer
their behavior toward what they believe people in general view with
themost approval. This explanation has somemerit. Research has dem-
onstrated that anxiously attached individuals are prone to overestimate
the similarity between their own opinions and the opinions of others
(Mikulincer, Orbach, & Iavnieli, 1998). However, if the desires and
wishes of the individuals in the scenario did not matter, we would ex-
pect to see them choose the utilitarian course of action regardless of
the group's wishes. This is not what we observed in Study 3. The desires
of the individuals involved in the scenario did influence on the judg-
ments of anxiously attached individuals. Nonetheless a fruitful area for
future research would be to identify more precisely when moral judg-
ments are influenced by the wishes of the individuals involved in the
scenario and when they are not.

Lastly, the studies presented here relied exclusively on participants
recruited via Amazon's Mechanical Turk (AMT) online interface. While
some research has supported the notion that AMT offers a useful and
reliable source of study participants (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling,
2011; Rand, 2012), other research has pointed out potential weak-
nesses and reasons to be skeptical of the quality of data that ATM
provides (Goodman, Cryder, & Cheema, 2012). We encourage future
researchers to attempt to replicate our results via laboratory experi-
mental procedures.

Implications for adult attachment research

The present studies build on the findings of Koleva et al. (2014) by
unpacking the process throughwhich avoidant attachment leads to util-
itarian judgment and, perhaps more importantly, by identifying a sec-
ond, separate potential pathway to utilitarianism. Because avoidantly
attached individuals are uncomfortable with caring for others, their
focus is refraining from empathizingwith the individual to be sacrificed.
In contrast, because anxiously attached individuals are motivated by a
pronounced need to belong, their focus is on satisfying the desires of
the group.

The finding that attachment style plays a fundamental role in con-
scious perceptions of right and wrong adds to a growing body of work
suggesting that humans' social relatedness needs are so pervasive that
they influence domains that, at first glance, seem to have little to do
with relationships (Joel, MacDonald, & Plaks, 2013). There is increasing
evidence that working models of self and other play an important role
not only in our more intimate relationships, but in a wide range of
other life domains, including work performance (e.g., Vasquez, Durik,
& Hyde, 2002), consumer choice (e.g., Thomson, Whelan, & Johnson,
2012), and health behavior (e.g., Feeney & Ryan, 1994). The present
findings add moral judgment to that list.

We suggest that the wide-reaching effects of attachment style
may be understood through a motivated cognition perspective
(e.g., Gardner et al., 2000; Higgins et al., 1982). According to this
approach, different attachment styles are associated with different
interpersonal motivational concerns. These differing motivational
concerns, in turn, raise or lower sensitivity to different aspects of
interpersonal situations. These differential sensitivities, in turn,
help to foster corresponding patterns of decision-making. In the
present studies, these differential sensitivities translated into differ-
ent patterns of moral judgment.

The association between attachment style andmoral judgment may
have important implications for real-life moral decision-making. For
example, securely attached individuals' more deontological frame-
work—a framework that values individual rights over outcomes—
might help to explain their stronger prosocial tendencies (e.g., Gillath
et al., 2005). Similarly, avoidantly attached individuals' more utilitarian
framework—a framework that places less value on following rules for
their own sake—may help to explain their greater stated willingness
to cheat on their romantic partners (DeWall et al., 2011).
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Implications for moral judgment research

Many studies in this literature have focused on identifying the ratio-
nal versus emotional concomitants of utilitarian versus deontological
judgment (e.g., Bartels, 2008; Paxton et al., 2011; Suter & Hertwig,
2011). More recent research has expanded the range of processes
associated with each type of judgment. For example, Conway and
Gawronski (2013) demonstrated that there are at least two reasons to
make a utilitarian moral judgment (i.e. endorsement of utilitarian prin-
ciples or rejection of deontological principles). The present research ex-
tends this line of research by identifying two additional psychological
routes to the utilitarian option. Our findings suggest that avoidantly
attached individuals' utilitarian judgment is associated with lower
empathy for the person who must suffer in the name of the group. Re-
searchers have found similar effects for peoplewhowere high inMachi-
avellianism and psychopathy (Bartels & Pizarro, 2011; Koenigs et al.,
2012). In contrast, anxiously attached individuals' endorsement of the
utilitarian choice was not associated with coldness toward the victim,
but with a desire to meet the needs of the group. This second path to
utilitarian judgment suggests that any variable that increases the desire
for group acceptance may activate utilitarianism, including, for exam-
ple, higher assimilation needs (e.g., Brewer, 1991). Moreover, given
that cultures vary in the degree to which they emphasize conformity
(Bond & Smith, 1996), some cultures may show a greater tendency to
reach utilitarian judgment through the route that is associated with an
increased need to belong and the welfare of the group as a whole,
whereas others do so through route that is associated with discomfort
caring for others and decreased empathy for the individual sacrificed
for the group. We suggest that, moving forward, future researchers
should be mindful of this distinction.

In addition, these studies suggest the need to move beyond the dual
process theory's assumption that utilitarian judgments are the result of
a decrease in emotionality (Greene, 2013; Greene et al., 2001, 2008).
Anxious attachment, by definition, implies a high degree of emotionali-
ty (specifically, anxiety in regard to interpersonal relationships), yet in
the present studies, attachment anxiety consistently predicted selecting
the utilitarian option. Thus, these studies begin to identify other vari-
ables—beyond “emotion” and “reason”—that may steer people toward
saving the group versus saving the individual.

Furthermore, the prevailing dual-process theory of moral judgment
(e.g., Greene, 2013; Greene et al., 2008; Koenigs et al., 2007) has until
recently tended to be relatively silent regarding the moral decision
maker's larger relational context. The present data suggest that different
histories of relationship experiences lead to systematic differences in
the likelihood of endorsing the utilitarian option. Incorporating this
type of information about individuals into our understanding of their
moral judgments has important implications for future research.
Appendix A. Supplementary data

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at http://dx.
doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2014.09.017.
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