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with a moral scenario (in the form of a vignette) and then 
assess their responses. This approach has proven exceed-
ingly fruitful in advancing our understanding of the various 
psychological and behavioral processes related to morality. 
Yet, despite the widespread use of vignette studies in moral 
psychology, existing experimental stimuli have key limita-
tions that make them less effective for addressing certain 
types of research questions. Specifically, many existing 
vignettes depict situations that are unusual or uncommon. 
In this exploratory investigation, we sought to address this 
limitation by developing a set of novel vignettes that are 
more representative of people’s lived experiences related to 
morality.

Even as psychologists have begun to ask increasingly 
diverse and more nuanced questions about morality, the 
general format of the vignettes that psychologists employ to 
test these questions has remained relatively consistent. Most 
moral vignettes take the form of brief scenarios in which 
third-party individuals perform behaviors that carry some 
degree of moral weight. In some cases, researchers have 
devised novel moral vignettes to achieve the goals of a spe-
cific project (e.g., Rottman et al., 2014). However, in many 
cases, researchers have looked to Haidt and colleagues’ 
work on moral foundations theory (MFT; e.g., Haidt, 2001; 
Haidt, 2007; Graham et al., 2011) as a source of inspiration 

Although morality has been a topic of interest for psycholo-
gists for some time, there has been renewed interest in this 
topic over the past few decades in response to new theo-
retical and empirical developments. This renewed interest 
has led to a dramatic increase in the number of studies con-
cerning moral psychology and related topics. This growing 
body of research has been multi-faceted, with several lines 
of research attempting to address different aspects of moral-
ity, including moral reasoning, moral emotions, and moral 
judgment (see Ellemers et al., 2019, for a review). Although 
researchers have utilized various methodological tools to 
study the psychology of morality, one common approach 
to testing these types of questions is to present participants 
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for their vignettes. Vignettes may serve different purposes 
across studies, with some researchers using vignettes to 
deliver independent variable manipulations (e.g., Hiro-
zawa et al., 2020) and others employing vignettes to cap-
ture dependent variable responses (e.g., Eskine et al., 2011). 
Thus, moral vignettes (particularly those based on the MFT) 
have been used to answer a wide range of questions related 
to morality, such as whether the physical experience of 
disgust affects moral judgment (Wheatley & Haidt, 2005), 
whether moral/immoral behavior influences perceptions of 
physical attractiveness (He et al., 2022), and what factors 
affect decisions about who to sacrifice in moral dilemmas 
(Białek et al., 2018), among many others (e.g., Dong et al., 
2023; Isler et al., 2021; Ochoa et al., 2022; Parkinson et al., 
2011; Pennycook et al., 2014; Russell and Giner-Sorolla, 
2011; Salerno & Peter-Hagene, 2013; Sunar et al., 2021).

A recurring concern with existing moral vignettes is 
that they depict scenarios that participants are unlikely to 
encounter in day-to-day life. This is particularly true for 
vignettes based on the purity foundation described in MFT 
(Graham et al., 2009). For instance, one commonly used 
purity vignette describes a man cooking and eating his dog 
after it died of natural causes. In another purity vignette, 
an individual is described as undergoing plastic surgery in 
order to add a 2-inch tail onto the end of their spine. These 
are highly unusual events that participants likely have no 
previous experience with. Indeed, research by Gray and 
Keeney (2015) suggests that people view scenarios like 
these as significantly “weirder” than other, more “natural-
istic” purity-based scenarios (e.g., someone having an affair 
while still married to someone else).

A case could also be made that many of the commonly 
used moral vignettes, such as those based on the harm foun-
dation of MFT, are unrepresentative of daily life because 
they depict events that are rare or severe. For instance, one 
harm scenario describes someone shooting and killing a 
member of an endangered species. In another harm sce-
nario, a person is described as sticking a pin into the palm 
of a child they do not know (Haidt, 2007). Although these 
events are less stereotypically weird than the purity scenar-
ios and are in a strict sense plausible, they are not (at least 
in our view) events that people are likely to encounter in 
everyday life, which is when many of our moral experiences 
occur (e.g., Hofmann et al., 2014).

To be clear, we are not arguing against the use of moral 
vignettes that depict atypical acts or ones that entail more 
severe outcomes. In many cases, these types of vignettes 
may be well-suited to the research question that is being 
addressed. For example, Parkinson et al. (2011) examined 
whether moral judgments related to harm, dishonesty, and 
disgust produce a unified response in the brain or a more dif-
ferentiated one. They presented participants with a variety 

of moral vignettes related to the three areas of concern. 
Although some of the vignettes depicted situations that are 
more commonplace (e.g., a parent reprimanding their chil-
dren with a ruler), others were less representative of every-
day life (e.g., someone engaging in sexual intercourse with a 
dead animal). For Parkinson et al. (2011), the use of extreme 
or unusual situations seems justified and indeed may have 
been necessary given that the goal of the research was to test 
whether different moral judgments produce distinct patterns 
of neural activation. If they had exclusively used scenarios 
that more closely mirrored everyday life, then the manipu-
lation might not have been strong enough to produce the 
observed results. However, as previously noted, these types 
of scenarios might not be appropriate for all research ques-
tions, such as the role that daily interactions play in people’s 
judgments about the moral character of their neighbors and 
colleagues.

The widespread use of vignettes in moral psychology 
has led some researchers to create more standardized sets 
of moral vignettes (e.g., Knutson et al., 2010). One standout 
resource comes from Clifford et al. (2015), who provide a 
rigorously tested and robust set of vignettes that can be used 
for an array of research purposes (though they placed par-
ticular emphasis on creating vignettes that were suitable for 
neuroimaging studies). The 90 vignettes that they developed 
have several benefits. First, their scenarios map neatly onto 
the moral concerns identified in the MFT (e.g., care, fair-
ness, loyalty; Graham et al., 2011). Second, their scenarios 
are numerous, diverse, and largely free from cultural bias. 
Finally, their scenarios are uniform in their format, with 
most scenarios containing 60 to 70 characters, and were 
tested to ensure their readability and comprehensibility 
(Clifford et al., 2015). Importantly, many of their scenarios 
depict events that are less outlandish and less severe than 
those mentioned previously. Thus, Clifford et al.’s (2015) 
moral foundations vignettes (MFVs) improve on existing 
experimental stimuli in several ways.

Despite these improvements, the MFVs have key draw-
backs. First, many of the vignettes developed by Clifford et 
al. (2015) specify an agent who performs a moral act and 
a patient who experiences the effects of that act. Although 
this characteristic of the MFVs comports with theories sug-
gesting that the agent-patient relationship is essential for an 
event to be considered moral in nature (i.e., the theory of 
dyadic morality; Gray et al., 2012; Schein & Gray, 2018), 
other theories do not make such a stipulation, instead sug-
gesting people may learn to categorize various things (e.g., 
events, behaviors, etc.) as “morally right” or “morally 
wrong” over time and in relation to different contextual cues 
(McHugh et al., 2022). Thus, it is possible that the MFVs 
miss a wide range of behaviors and events for which there is 
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no salient moral dyad, but that nevertheless may be consid-
ered moral in nature.

The second concern is that across the MFVs subscales, 
participants rated the vignettes as being low on “fre-
quency,” indicating that they did not frequently encoun-
ter the depicted actions in daily life (Clifford et al., 2015, 
study 1). It is important to acknowledge that Clifford et al. 
(2015) did not explicitly set out to produce vignettes that 
depict routine behaviors that might be considered morally 
relevant. Rather, they intended to produce a set of vignettes 
that were consistent in their structure, that mapped well onto 
the moral foundations, and that could easily be used in neu-
roimaging studies. In those aims, they seem to have suc-
ceeded. That said, the low frequency ratings raise concerns 
about the extent to which the MFVs can be used to study the 
ways that people make moral judgments in their daily lives.

The current research

The vignette is a mainstay of modern moral psychology. 
However, as we have outlined, existing experimental stim-
uli have characteristics that may make them unsuitable for 
certain questions related to morality. In particular, many of 
the most commonly used moral vignettes depict behaviors 
or events that could be considered (1) atypical or “weird” 
(Clifford et al., 2015, study 1; Gray & Keeney, 2015), 
(2) that are exceptionally rare or severe, or (3) that have 
a clear moral agent and a clear moral patient (i.e., a vic-
tim). Although such scenarios are possible, we frequently 
encounter behaviors and events that do not have a clear 
victim or whose consequences may be more benign. Thus, 
many of the vignettes used in previous research fail to depict 
the sorts of moral situations that people find themselves in 
over the course of everyday life.

In this investigation, we sought to expand on previous 
research by evaluating participants’ reactions to a variety of 
moral scenarios that we believe more closely resemble peo-
ple’s daily experiences. We conducted two studies in pursuit 
of this goal. Because most studies only evaluate people’s 
reactions to a handful of scenarios, in Study 1, we sought 
to assess the perceived morality (or immorality) of a wide 
range of everyday situations. In Study 2, we took the 15 sce-
narios that were most often identified as being “immoral” 
and compared their severity and typicality to some of the 
existing moral vignettes identified above (i.e., Clifford et al., 
2015; Graham et al., 2009).

Study 1

The primary aim of Study 1 was to determine whether vari-
ous routine behaviors and events encountered in everyday 
life activate people’s sense of morality and, if so, which 
of these behaviors and events would receive the strongest 
endorsement as having moral weight. As other researchers 
have done (e.g., Clifford et al., 2015), we began by writ-
ing as many scenarios as possible. Throughout this iterative 
process, we reviewed each proposed scenario as a group 
and dismissed or reworked those that were ambiguous or 
unclear (e.g., due to wording). In keeping with our broader 
research goals, we first and foremost attempted to write sce-
narios that were representative of day-to-day life. We drew 
inspiration for the vignettes from personal experience, from 
existing moral vignettes, from well-known injunctive norms 
(e.g., Jacobson et al., 2011), and from other contemporary 
cultural depictions of immoral or rude behavior (e.g., failing 
to put a shopping cart back; Hauser, 2021). When possible, 
we ensured that the focal behavior depicted in the vignette 
caused minimal to no direct harm, had no clear victim, and 
could easily be performed by a wide range of actors (i.e., 
were independent of various demographic characteristics). 
In scenarios in which a harmed party could be inferred, the 
nature of the harm was not severe, more closely resembling 
minor annoyance or inconvenience. We initially produced 
72 scenarios that met these general criteria. These scenarios 
were then reviewed by six undergraduate research assistants 
at an institution that did not provide participants for either 
study. The research assistants’ primary task was to indicate 
whether they believed each scenario had the potential to be 
viewed as morally relevant by a wider audience and whether 
each scenario could believably occur in everyday life. In 
addition to these judgments, the research assistants also pro-
vided informal feedback about the clarity and wording of 
our scenarios. Based on their responses, we removed two 
scenarios, leaving 70 scenarios for participants to evaluate 
in Study 1.1

Participants

Our sample comprised students from Bellevue University 
(N = 79). Demographic information for the sample was col-
lected in a separate pre-test survey. Because some partici-
pants failed to provide the information necessary to link 
their responses on the pre-test survey to their responses in 

1   Aside from our own internal review process and the feedback from 
the undergraduate research assistants, we did not subject our vignettes 
to any tests of readability or comprehensibility prior to conducting 
Study 1.
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the purpose of the research. These protocols were approved 
by the local institutional review board (IRB).

Results and discussion

The data and R code for Study 1 can be found at https://
github.com/ZacharyHimmelberger/everyday-moral-trans-
gressions. We determined the moral relevance of each 
scenario by assessing the percentage of participants who 
labeled the scenario as “moral,” “immoral,” or “not related 
to morality.” Participants displayed considerable variability 
in their tendency to view the depicted behaviors in moral 
terms. Indeed, whereas some participants endorsed as few 
as zero scenarios as carrying moral weight (i.e., as being 
“moral” or “immoral”), others viewed as many as 69 sce-
narios as being morally relevant.3 Despite this variabil-
ity among participants, several of the behaviors depicted 
in the scenarios were widely viewed as being immoral. 
For instance, 93.15% of participants reported that it was 
immoral to ignore an approaching ambulance and to con-
tinue driving without slowing down or getting out of the 
way. Similarly, 89.19% of participants indicated that it was 
immoral to urinate on a toilet seat in a public restroom and 
then leave without cleaning it up. Table 1 displays the 15 
scenarios that received the strongest endorsement as being 
immoral.

Although we were primarily interested in determin-
ing which behaviors would be viewed as “immoral,” we 
also considered which scenarios participants viewed as 
being “moral.” Of the 70 scenarios, only 14 scenarios were 
endorsed as being moral at a rate of 10% or higher. The only 
vignette to receive greater than 30% endorsement as moral 
depicted a scenario in which someone takes off work for a 
mental health day (68.06% endorsed as “moral”). After that 
scenario, the two most “moral” scenarios depicted some-
one keeping a ten-dollar bill that they found outside their 
apartment building (29.73%) and someone drinking beer in 
a public place (22.22%).

Lastly, we evaluated which scenarios participants were 
most likely to view as “not related to morality.” The sce-
narios that most frequently fell into this category included 
someone playing loud music at a stoplight (73.97%), some-
one sending a message to a colleague that contains numer-
ous typographical errors (69.44%), and someone using the 
restroom in a local retail shop and then leaving without 
making a purchase (66.67%).

The findings from Study 1 indicate that people view 
many day-to-day behaviors as being morally relevant. This 
was especially true for several scenarios that were strongly 

3   Exploratory analyses revealed significant associations between 
these individual differences in moral judgment and other meaningful 
variables (e.g., age). See Supplementary Material for the full results.

Study 1,2 we only retained demographic information for 32 
participants, though all 79 participants evaluated the moral 
scenarios. Most of the participants for whom we obtained 
demographic information were women (59.30%) and were 
White/non-Hispanic (56.25%). The mean age of these par-
ticipants was 35.41 (SD = 9.28, min = 23, max = 52). Of 
those same participants, 37.5% reported being affiliated 
with the Democratic party, 25% reported being affiliated 
with the Republican party, 15.6% identified as Independent, 
and 21.9% reported another political affiliation. All par-
ticipants were recruited through undergraduate courses and 
were given extra credit or course credit for completing the 
study.

Materials and Procedure

Before participating in Study 1, participants completed a 
pre-test survey, including a demographics questionnaire. 
Students who completed the pre-test survey were eligible to 
participate in Study 1. Participants were first asked to read 
an informed consent form. After agreeing to proceed with 
the study, participants were told that they would be reading 
and responding to scenarios depicting common behaviors. 
Aside from one scenario involving a romantic couple, all 
scenarios involved a single person engaged in a discrete 
instance of behavior. Participants were shown 70 scenarios 
in total, and the order of vignettes was randomly determined 
for each participant. For each scenario, participants were 
asked to indicate whether the events depicted were “moral,” 
“immoral,” or “not related to morality.” This rating task 
was kept deliberately simple for two reasons. First, whereas 
researchers in previous studies have asked participants to 
rate a subset of their total number of vignettes (e.g., 14 to 
16 vignettes out of 132 total; Clifford et al., 2015, study 1), 
we asked participants to rate all 70 of the vignettes that we 
created. If we had asked for more complex ratings or had 
included more ratings alongside each scenario (e.g., judging 
them according to the moral foundations), then participants 
might have been overburdened by the study protocols. So, 
in part, we adopted a simple response measure to avoid par-
ticipant fatigue. Second, because the goal of this study was 
to evaluate the moral relevance of a range of everyday situ-
ations (as opposed to the degree of their moral wrongness), 
we reasoned that forcing a categorical response would allow 
us to more readily obtain a consensus about the morality of 
each situation. A full list of the scenarios and their Study 1 
ratings can be found in the Supplementary Material. After 
viewing all the scenarios, participants were debriefed as to 

2   Specifically, participants were given a research ID at the end of the 
pre-test survey that they were asked to provide in subsequent studies. 
As noted, many participants failed to provide their research ID, instead 
providing other sorts of information (e.g., student ID, name).
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Materials and Procedure

Participants navigated to the study website using a link sent 
to them by professors at the participating institutions. Par-
ticipants first read an informed consent form followed by 
an overview of the study and a set of general instructions. 
Participants were told that the purpose of the study was to 
assess people’s general reactions to various moral vignettes 
that have been used in previous research. The instruc-
tions indicated that participants would be asked to read 71 
vignettes and rate each on two dimensions: (1) the moral 
wrongness of the behaviors depicted in the vignette, and (2) 
how likely they would be to encounter the depicted behavior 
in day-to-day life (henceforth referred to as “typicality”). 
Ratings on both measures were made on a Likert-type scale 
ranging from 0 (“not at all”) to 5 (“extremely”).

Next, participants read and rated the vignettes. To obtain 
an adequate comparison of the vignette groups in terms of 
their typicality, we reasoned that it was necessary to match 
the vignettes as closely as possible in terms of their moral 
valence. Because many of the existing vignettes have previ-
ously been rated as morally wrong (i.e., Clifford et al., 2015, 
study 1), we decided to only include those of our vignettes 
that were widely viewed as being immoral in Study 1 (i.e., 
receiving greater than 75% endorsement). Fifteen of our 
vignettes met that criterion and did not overlap substan-
tially with other scenarios that were strongly endorsed as 
being immoral in Study 1. For the remainder of the paper, 
we will refer to these 15 vignettes as the everyday moral 
transgressions (EMTs). The text of these vignettes and 
their ratings from Study 2 (i.e., means and SDs) appear 
in Table 1. We also included vignettes based on the harm, 
fairness, and purity taboo trade-off items from study 3 of 
Graham et al. (2009). The text of these scenarios was modi-
fied slightly so that each scenario described an unidentified 
person performing an act (e.g., “Someone kicks a dog in 
the head, hard”). Lastly, we included the emotional harm, 
physical harm, fairness, and purity vignettes produced by 
Clifford et al. (2015). These were not placed in a common 
format with the other sets of vignettes but were instead left 
in their original format. Thus, these vignettes retained refer-
ences to specific actors (e.g., a girl laughing at her friend’s 
dad because of his occupation). Vignettes were presented in 
a randomized order for each participant. After reading and 
rating all vignettes, participants completed a demographics 
questionnaire. These protocols received approval from the 
IRBs at both participating institutions.

Results and discussion

We conducted one-way repeated measures ANOVAs using 
the afex package in R (Singmann et al., 2023) to compare 

endorsed as being “immoral.” Further, we found that some 
behaviors were widely viewed as being either “moral” or 
“unrelated to morality.”

Study 2

In Study 2, we compared the vignettes that we developed for 
Study 1 to various vignettes used in previous research. In 
particular, we compared our vignettes to those developed by 
Clifford et al. (2015) and to those based on the MFT (Gra-
ham et al., 2009, study 3). As previously noted, scenarios 
based on the MFT have been rated by non-researchers as 
being “weirder” than other more “naturalistic” scenarios 
(Gray & Keeney, 2015). Similarly, though many of Clifford 
et al.’s (2015) MFVs depict less outlandish scenarios, on 
average, participants rated the scenarios as occurring infre-
quently. Thus, our expectation in Study 2 was that partici-
pants would view the scenarios from Study 1 as being more 
typical or commonplace than the existing vignettes. We also 
anticipated that because they depict more routine behaviors, 
the scenarios from Study 1 might be viewed as less severe 
or as less morally wrong.

Participants

We initially received 285 responses to the Study 2 sur-
vey. However, 15 participants were removed for excessive 
missing data (i.e., 20 or more items skipped), for complet-
ing the survey more than once, or upon request following 
debriefing. Our final sample (N = 270) comprised students 
from Benedictine College (n = 197) and Bellevue Univer-
sity (n = 73).4 Participants were 21.89 years old on average 
(SD = 7.01, min = 17, max = 58). Most participants described 
themselves as women (71.9%), and most participants were 
White/non-Hispanic (72.59%). Sixty-two percent of par-
ticipants reported being affiliated with the Republican party, 
17.3% reported being affiliated with the Democratic party, 
14.7% identified as Independent, and 6.0% reported another 
political affiliation. Participants were recruited through 
their undergraduate classes and were offered extra credit or 
course credit for their participation. To ensure that all stu-
dents had equal opportunity to participate, we did not place 
constraints on sample size, instead accepting responses pas-
sively for a pre-determined time period. As a result, we did 
not conduct a priori power analyses. However, a post hoc 
sensitivity analysis indicated that we had sufficient power 
to detect small effects (f = 0.07) in our most complex analy-
sis (i.e., a repeated-measures ANOVA with seven measure-
ments; Faul et al., 2007).

4   Bellevue students who participated in Study 1 were not permitted to 
participate in Study 2.
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and R code for these analyses can be found at https://github.
com/ZacharyHimmelberger/everyday-moral-transgres-
sions. The means and standard deviations for these vignette 
groups are presented in Table 2. In the comparison of moral 
wrongness, Mauchly’s test indicated a violation to the 
assumption of sphericity, χ2 (2) = 0.81, p < .001, so degrees 
of freedom were corrected using Greenhouse-Geisser  
(ϵ = .84). There was a significant main effect of vignette 

(95%) had complete or nearly complete data. Only 13 participants had 
missing data for three or more items (up to the missing data cutoff of 
20). Of those 13 participants, only two skipped more than eight items.

judgments of wrongness and typicality across the three 
vignette groups, namely, those from the current study (the 
EMTs), those from Clifford et al. (2015), and those based on 
Graham et al. (2009, study 3). To conduct these analyses, we 
calculated a mean score for each vignette group for each par-
ticipant. This was done for both moral wrongness and typical-
ity ratings. If a participant was missing one or more items from 
one of the vignette groups, we calculated their score(s) based 
on the items for which they provided responses.5 The data 

5   Most of our participants had no missing values (n = 204) or were 
only missing two or fewer values (n = 53). Thus, most participants 

Table 1  Mean (SD) Moral Wrongness and Typicality Ratings for the “Most Immoral” Scenarios (As Indicated by Study 1 Endorsement)
Vignette Study 1 Study 2

% rating the scenario 
as immoral

Mean (SD) 
wrongness rating

Mean (SD) typicality 
rating

1. Someone ignores an approaching ambulance and continues driving 
without slowing down or getting out of the way.

93.15 3.90 (1.10) 2.14 (1.47)

2. Someone cheats on a college exam. 93.15 3.66 (1.17) 2.70 (1.60)
3. Someone urinates on the toilet seat in a public restroom and leaves 
without cleaning it up.

89.19 2.65 (1.43) 2.95 (1.63)

4. Someone silently watches pornography at their cubicle during a lull at 
work.

87.84 4.19 (1.15) 1.43 (1.44)

5. Someone sneaks into the middle of a long line. 85.14 2.32 (1.32) 3.26 (1.55)
6. Someone answers their cell phone and has a conversation in a movie 
theater.

83.78 2.03 (1.30) 1.87 (1.17)

7. Someone allows elevator doors to close on another person who is hurry-
ing to catch it.

82.19 2.16 (1.37) 2.19 (1.33)

8. Someone throws a paper cup on the ground instead of taking it to a trash can. 81.08 2.58 (1.35) 3.15 (1.60)
9. Someone’s dog poops in a public park and they leave without picking it up. 80.82 2.37 (1.33) 3.08 (1.58)
10. Someone ignores a sign asking pedestrians to avoid walking on the 
grass.

80.56 1.98 (1.33) 2.79 (1.58)

11. Someone takes up more space than they really need on a subway car 
that is full of people.

80.56 2.30 (1.31) 2.34 (1.58)

12. Someone sees a colleague drop a large stack of papers and quickly 
walks in the opposite direction before they are seen.

80.28 2.33 (1.33) 2.09 (1.45)

13. Someone leaves their grocery cart in their parking space instead of 
returning it to the cart return.

79.73 2.05 (1.36) 3.57 (1.58)

14. Someone drops a container of eggs on the floor in a grocery store and 
then puts it back on the shelf before continuing shopping.

79.73 2.80 (1.27) 2.16 (1.47)

15. Someone drives behind another motorist with their high beams on. 78.38 2.50 (1.46) 2.86 (1.57)

Table 2  Descriptive Statistics for All Vignette Groupings
Vignettes Moral wrongness Typicality

M (SD) 95% CI M (SD) 95% CI
EMT items 2.68 (0.95) 2.56–2.79 2.59 (1.06) 2.47–2.72
Clifford et al. (2015) - total 3.37 (0.79) 3.27–3.46 1.52 (0.85) 1.42–1.62
  Harm vignettes 3.01 (1.03) 2.88–3.13 1.74 (0.98) 1.62–1.86
  Fairness vignettes 3.27 (0.85) 3.17–3.37 1.96 (0.99) 1.85–2.08
  Purity vignettes 4.15 (0.76) 4.06–4.25 0.60 (0.72) 0.52–0.69
Graham et al. (2009) - total 3.34 (0.69) 3.26–3.43 1.25 (0.77) 1.15–1.34
  Harm vignettes 3.47 (0.83) 3.37–3.57 1.63 (0.92) 1.52–1.74
  Fairness vignettes 3.84 (0.71) 3.75–3.93 1.58 (1.03) 1.45–1.70
  Purity vignettes 2.72 (1.08) 2.59–2.85 0.52 (0.66) 0.44–0.60

1 3

10489

https://github.com/ZacharyHimmelberger/everyday-moral-transgressions
https://github.com/ZacharyHimmelberger/everyday-moral-transgressions
https://github.com/ZacharyHimmelberger/everyday-moral-transgressions


Current Psychology (2024) 43:10484–10493

of Study 2 showed that participants judged our everyday 
moral scenarios to be both more common (e.g., more typi-
cal) and less heinous than the commonly used sets of moral 
scenarios. Together, these findings underscore the value of 
considering everyday moral transgressions in research on 
moral judgment and provide evidence of the limited repre-
sentativeness of existing moral vignettes.

In addition to emphasizing the importance of everyday 
behaviors to moral judgment, our scenarios could serve as 
stimuli for subsequent research on morality. In particular, 
our findings may be useful in that they provide insight into 
which everyday behaviors are most universally identified 
as being “immoral” (or “moral”; Study 1) and which are 
regarded as being most morally wrong (Study 2). Moreover, 
our scenarios may be valuable to researchers because of 
their flexibility. Whereas other moral vignettes often spec-
ify the characteristics of the actors in the vignette (e.g., a 
boy insulting a woman’s appearance; Clifford et al., 2015), 
our vignettes do not specify the identity or characteristics 
of the actors, thus allowing researchers to modify them to 
meet their specific research needs. For instance, one of the 
scenarios that we asked participants to evaluate involved an 
individual silently watching pornography at their desk dur-
ing a lull at work. Although this behavior was widely viewed 
as being “immoral,” and received high moral wrongness rat-
ings in the current investigation, how people perceive and 
respond to the depicted behavior may ultimately depend 
on the characteristics of the individual performing it, such 
as whether the actor is a man or a woman (e.g., Hester & 
Gray, 2020). Using our stimuli, individual researchers could 
easily modify the scenario to test these sorts of questions, 
with the ratings we have obtained in these studies serving 
as a reasonable baseline for assessing the scenario’s moral 
wrongness in general.

Additionally, to the extent that harm is necessary for an 
act to be viewed as immoral, and a moral patient is neces-
sary for harm to be perceived (Schein & Gray, 2018), our 
scenarios allow the researcher to specify a patient (vs. one 
being pre-determined by the text of the scenario). Compared 
to the more commonly used scenarios in which the char-
acteristics of the actor(s) and patient(s) cannot be removed 
without losing the meaning of the scenario (e.g., a zoo 
trainer jabbing a dolphin to get it to perform; Clifford et al., 
2015), our scenarios can be modified to explore the influ-
ence of specific agents and patients on moral judgments. 
In other words, our scenarios provide a base vignette than 
can be easily manipulated to explore the components of an 
actor/patient moral dyad without confounding the original 
context of the scenario.

It is worth noting that the scenarios we included in the 
current investigation are not entirely novel in the sense that 
some of the moral events and behaviors that we described 

group on wrongness, F(1.68, 451.10) = 350.58, p < .001, η2p  
= .57.6 Post hoc tests using a Bonferroni correction revealed 
that, on average, the EMTs were judged as less morally 
wrong than the items from Graham et al. and Clifford et al. 
(ps < .001). There was no significant difference between 
the latter two vignette groups (p = .35). In the comparison 
of typicality, Mauchly’s test again indicated a violation, χ2 
(2) = 0.52, p < .001, so degrees of freedom were corrected 
using Greenhouse-Geisser (ϵ = .68). There was a significant 
main effect of vignette group on typicality, F(1.35, 363.05) = 
785.86, p < .001, η2p  = .75. Post hoc tests using a Bonferroni 
correction revealed that all three vignette groups were sig-
nificantly different from one another such that, on average, 
the EMTs were judged as most typical and the items from 
Graham et al. as least typical (ps < .001).

Each of the items from Graham et al. (2009) and Clif-
ford et al. (2015) was categorized as relating to either harm, 
fairness, or purity. For thoroughness, we repeated the above 
analyses to compare judgments of wrongness and typicality 
across each of the three Graham et al. subsets, the Clifford 
et al. subsets, and our EMT items. The results were largely 
consistent with our above findings, so we do not report 
the ANOVAs here. Bonferroni corrected post hoc testing 
revealed that our EMT items were judged as significantly 
less wrong than all subsets (ps < .001) except the Graham 
et al. purity items (p = .47) and as significantly more typical 
than all subsets (ps < .001). The full details of these addi-
tional analyses can be found in the Supplementary Material.7

The results of Study 2 suggest that there is a push and 
pull between moral wrongness and typicality. Whereas the 
EMTs were viewed as being more typical of participants’ 
day-to-day experiences, they were also viewed as being less 
morally wrong overall.

General discussion

In the current investigation, we explored whether people 
assign moral weight to everyday scenarios and how these 
evaluations compare to evaluations of moral scenarios 
commonly used in moral psychology research. The results 
of Study 1 indicated that people consistently judge many 
everyday scenarios as having moral weight. The results 

6   Preliminary analyses indicated that this effect was moderated by 
institution. Because the pattern of means was similar across institu-
tions, and there was no moderation for typicality, we collapsed across 
samples in the main analyses. See Supplementary Material for full 
details.
7   We conducted a separate set of analyses using only the data pro-
vided by non-traditional students (n = 48) whose mean age was 34.35 
(median = 32.50, min = 23, max = 58). The results of those analyses 
were similar to those of the full sample, both for the main analyses and 
the subset comparisons.
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included in our studies (e.g., numerical estimates of how 
frequently the depicted behaviors are encountered).

Another limitation is that many of our vignettes are cul-
turally specific. Although moral psychology research has 
found some cross-cultural similarities in moral evaluations 
(e.g., Doğruyol et al., 2019), there are other studies indi-
cating important cross-cultural differences in moral reason-
ing and behavior (e.g., Lo et al., 2020; Rhim et al., 2020), 
which limits our ability to evaluate the usefulness of our 
scenarios for research conducted in non-Western countries. 
A final limitation of our study is that by not identifying spe-
cific actors in the vignettes, we allowed participants to fill 
in the blanks, which they might have done in biased ways 
(e.g., by assuming that the person watching pornography at 
their desk is male). Although this introduces unsystematic 
variability into our results, it does not seem to have negated 
the effects that we observed in Study 2.

People have rich and varied moral experiences. On the 
one hand, people view many exceedingly immoral behav-
iors and events as rare. A large body of literature indicates 
that these phenomena stoke people’s moral emotions and 
influence their moral reasoning. On the other hand, people 
view everyday life as full of minor, nontrivial moral phe-
nomena. There is far less research on this. Given that such 
phenomena comprise a meaningful part of the typical indi-
vidual’s daily life, there is a clear need to study them. The 
current investigation emphasizes this point and represents 
a first step toward developing a tool with which to evaluate 
everyday moral experiences more closely.

Supplementary Information  The online version contains 
supplementary material available at https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-
023-05114-x.
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appear elsewhere in the literature. However, in most of 
these cases, everyday situations like the ones depicted in 
our vignettes have been used to test some other research 
question (e.g., whether hypnotic disgust influences moral 
judgment; Wheatley & Haidt, 2005). To our knowledge, 
no studies have attempted to evaluate such a wide range of 
everyday situations both in terms of their moral wrongness 
and their typicality. Further, when typicality has been con-
sidered in the development of moral vignettes, it has not 
been a primary focus but rather one of many concerns, such 
as the uniformity of the vignettes or their depiction of acts 
from different moral domains (e.g., harm vs. purity; Clifford 
et al., 2015).

Although the scenarios we created seem to both tap into 
people’s daily experiences and activate their moral concerns, 
we did not attempt to classify our scenarios according to the 
different moral foundations (e.g., harm/care, purity/sanctity; 
Graham et al., 2011), which could possibly limit their utility 
for researchers who are interested in asking domain-specific 
questions. We adopted this approach for two reasons. First, 
given the goals of our research, we prioritized capturing 
moral events that people regularly encounter in their daily 
lives over ensuring the validity of our scenarios with regard 
to MFT. By keeping the research protocols deliberately sim-
ple and minimizing the number of ratings that participants 
had to make, we hoped to maintain that more narrow focus. 
Second, many of the existing moral psychology vignettes 
are already linked to MFT. For instance, Clifford et al. 
(2015) went to great lengths to ensure that each of their sce-
narios tapped into specific moral concerns and not others. 
Thus, the strength of our scenarios and their unique contri-
bution to the literature stems from their representativeness 
regarding daily life.

As stated above, we believe that our findings raise 
important questions about the ecological validity of moral 
vignettes, and we hope that our scenarios may be of use to 
other researchers. However, we want to emphasize that this 
investigation was exploratory in nature and that additional 
work needs to be done for our scenarios to be considered 
a robust alternative to existing stimuli. Indeed, the current 
research is limited in a number of ways. First, the generaliz-
ability of our findings may be limited due to our use of rela-
tively small convenience samples in both studies. Although 
our samples were reasonably diverse in terms of age, all 
participants were students from academic institutions in the 
Midwestern United States. In future studies, our scenarios 
should be evaluated by larger and more diverse samples. 
Second, due to the direct nature of our response measures, 
we have a relatively narrow perspective on participants’ 
reactions to our scenarios. There are potentially many other 
questions that could be asked about the situations that we 
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