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A B S T R A C T   

Across eight experiments (N = 2310), we studied whether people would prioritize rescuing individuals who may 
be thought to contribute more to society. We found that participants were generally dismissive of general rules 
that prioritize more socially beneficial individuals, such as doctors instead of unemployed people. By contrast, 
participants were more supportive of one-off decisions to save the life of a more socially beneficial individual, 
even when such cases were the same as those covered by the rule. This generality effect occurred robustly even 
when controlling for various factors. It occurred when the decision-maker was the same in both cases, when the 
pairs of people differing in the extent of their indirect social utility was varied, when the scenarios were varied, 
when the participant samples came from different countries, and when the general rule only covered cases that 
are exactly the same as the situation described in the one-off condition. The effect occurred even when the 
general rule was introduced via a concrete precedent case. Participants’ tendency to be more supportive of the 
one-off proposal than the general rule was significantly reduced when they evaluated the two proposals jointly as 
opposed to separately. Finally, the effect also occurred in sacrificial moral dilemmas, a general phenomenon 
occurring in multiple moral contexts. We discuss possible explanations of the effect, including concerns about 
negative consequences of the rule and a deontological aversion against making difficult trade-off decisions unless 
they are absolutely necessary.   

“We must, however, not only make this general statement, but also 
apply it to the individual facts. For among statements about conduct, 
those which are general apply more widely, but those which are 
particular are more true”. 

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1107a31–2 (transl. Ross) 

1. Introduction 

People often face difficult moral choices. For example, a hospital 
board may have to decide which of two people’s healthcare needs 
should be met when not everyone’s needs can be met. In addition to 
having to decide on concrete cases, people also face decisions about 
what rules or policies to adopt for such cases. For instance, politicians in 
the health ministry may have to decide on a general principle for 
prioritizing among individuals when not everyone’s healthcare needs 

can be met. 
Do people make the same judgments regarding one-off cases and the 

general rules that cover those cases? In this paper, we investigate 
whether level of generality affects moral judgments and show that case- 
specific judgments and general rules enjoining those case-specific 
judgments can differ in their level of support. Specifically, we consider 
situations in which people’s judgments concerning general policies are 
more characteristic of a deontological approach to ethics, whereas their 
judgments about concrete cases are more characteristic of a utilitarian 
approach. 

Our research is inspired by existing philosophical debates concerning 
the relevance of indirect benefits in priority setting. Some philosophers 
argue that medical need is the only proper distributive criterion for 
medical resources (Walzer, 1983; Williams, 1973). However, attending 
to the needs of some patients rather than others may indirectly produce 
greater (medical or non-medical) benefits for others, and it is not 
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obvious why these indirect benefits should be ignored (Brock, 2003; Du 
Toit & Millum, 2016; Kamm, 1993; Lippert-Rasmussen & Lauridsen, 
2010; Mogensen, 2020). We focus on prioritization decisions that 
involve a choice between saving one of two individuals who may be said 
to differ in how much they contribute to society: for example, a choice 
between saving the life of a doctor specializing in a form of life-saving 
heart surgery that very few people in the world can perform and the 
life of a person who has been unemployed for a long time and is unlikely 
to find work within the foreseeable future.1 Prioritizing the doctor in 
light of her abilities may seem unfair. On the other hand, doing so is 
likely to save more lives overall, given the doctor’s unique skills. We 
thus have a moral dilemma, in which different moral criteria (fairness, 
saving lives) appear to be pitted against one another. We are interested 
in whether people weigh these criteria differently when considering 
general rules as opposed to one-off decisions. 

1.1. Attitudes towards prioritization policies in the medical context 

Surveys from health policy research suggest that people have strong 
objections to rules that prioritize individuals who contribute more to 
society. In an Australian survey, McKie and Richardson (2011) found 
that respondents strongly disagreed with a proposal to give higher pri
ority to people who contribute more to society in the Australian public 
healthcare system. Similarly, Skitka and Tetlock (1992) showed that 
American students consider prioritizing people on the basis of their 
contributions to the community as inappropriate. Nord, Richardson, 
Street, Kuhse, and Singer (1995) found that 87% of Australian re
spondents believed that working people and non-working people should 
receive equal priority within the healthcare system. Similarly, only a 
minority accepted giving priority to people with special skills. Neu
berger, Adams, MacMaster, Maidment, and Speed (1998) found that 
only 21% of the general public chose ‘value to society’ as a criterion 
which should be used in selecting patients for liver transplantation. 

Thus, people are strongly opposed to government policies priori
tizing more socially beneficial people, in spite of their potential societal 
benefits. But how would they themselves decide if faced with an emer
gency situation in which only one out of two people could be saved? 
Would their judgments about such one-off decisions in concrete cases be 
the same as their decisions about general rules or policies? 

1.2. Moral judgments and levels of concreteness 

In this paper we primarily focus on the issue of prioritizing more 
socially beneficial people in order to achieve greater indirect societal 
benefits (i.e., indirect benefit dilemmas). As far as we are aware, no 
previous research has explored such cases. While such cases are struc
turally different from sacrificial moral dilemmas (Greene, 2013), in 
which one person may be sacrificed to save many more (e.g., trolley 
problems), they may elicit similar psychological reactions. Just as peo
ple exhibit a deontological aversion to harming others for the sake of the 
greater good (violation of a non-harm principle), so they may exhibit a 
deontological aversion to prioritizing some people over others for the 
sake of the greater good (violation of an egalitarian principle). By a 
‘deontological aversion’, we have in mind a form of moral aversion 
elicited by factors other than the anticipation of overall worse down
stream effects, leading respondents to regard a certain act or rule as 

objectionable in principle. As such, past research examining factors that 
increase or decrease utilitarian judgments in sacrificial dilemmas 
(Kawai, Kubo, & Kubo-Kawai, 2014; e.g., Petrinovich, O’Neill, & Jor
gensen, 1993) may be informative for understanding people’s judg
ments in indirect benefit cases. 

In this section, we discuss some findings from previous research, 
primarily involving sacrificial dilemmas, which give us reason to expect 
that people’s moral judgments about one-off cases and general rules may 
differ. While these studies are informative for our purposes, none have 
directly investigated moral judgments about rules and one-off cases. 

Körner and Volk (2014) studied sacrificial moral dilemmas, varying 
the level of construal (Eyal & Liberman, 2012; Trope & Liberman, 2010). 
They found that when people have sufficient cognitive processing ca
pacity, a more abstract level of construal led to more deontological 
decisions, whereas a concrete level of construal led to more utilitarian 
decisions (the pattern reversed when processing capacity was reduced). 
This is relevant for our purposes since general policies are arguably more 
abstractly construed than one-off decisions. Though general policies 
eventually lead to real-world outcomes, they only do so after some time, 
whereas one-off decisions immediately translate into outcomes. In 
addition, the causal path between a decision about a general rule and the 
relevant possible outcomes is more indirect than the causal path be
tween a decision about a one-off case and the relevant possible outcomes 
associated with that case. 

Another line of research demonstrates that decisions regarding hy
pothetical and real dilemmas come apart, and that people are more 
willing to break moral taboos when hypothetical dilemmas become re
ality. Bostyn, Sevenhant, and Roets (2018) found that participants were 
twice as likely to administer electric shocks to a mouse to prevent five 
other mice from being shocked when participants believed this decision 
would have real-world consequences than when the situation was 
merely hypothetical. Relatedly, Patil et al., (2014) found that people’s 
behavior in virtual reality dilemmas was more utilitarian than their 
corresponding judgments about textual descriptions. Real dilemmas 
have a more concrete level of construal than hypothetical dilemmas 
(Eyal & Liberman, 2012; FeldmanHall et al., 2012; Trope & Liberman, 
2010), and so these findings lend further credence to the hypothesis that 
people are more willing to break moral taboos under concrete levels of 
construal, such as in one-off decision situations. 

Lastly, Kogut and Ritov (2015) studied discrepancies between moral 
decisions when considered from an abstract perspective as opposed to 
decisions made with respect to a specific individual. They found that 
people are more approving of ‘bending the rules’ when considering the 
situation from the perspective of a specific person. This may be because 
concrete cases tend to trigger more affective processes (Kogut, 2009). 

1.3. The present research 

The objectives of this project were to test the existence of a generality 
effect in moral judgments, probe a range of boundary conditions, and 
provide some insights into possible mechanisms. For example, would 
people be more supportive of proposals to prioritize more socially 
beneficial people over people whose indirect social contributions are 
smaller when such cases occur in one-off emergency situations 
compared to when they are codified as general rules? Based on the 
findings from previous research described above, we hypothesized that 
this was the case. 

Our first seven studies establish the generality effect in indirect 
benefits dilemmas. We explore the robustness of this generality effect by 
controlling for various factors, such as the identity of the decision maker 
(Study 2), the type of people considered more socially beneficial (Study 
3), the context (Study 3 and 6), the level of hypotheticality (Study 4), 
and the scope of the rule (Study 5 and 6). In Study 7, we explore the 
effect in a joint vs separate evaluation setup. In Study 8, we show that it 
also occurs in sacrificial moral dilemmas. 

1 The stimuli used in our studies are not confined to cases of medical decision- 
making, however. Some argue that medicine is (viewed as) a special kind of 
good, governed by unusually stringent egalitarian norms (Mogensen, 2020; 
Walzer, 1983). Because medicine may constitute a unique kind of good, it is 
valuable to consider people’s resistance to prioritizing on the basis of indirect 
benefits beyond medical contexts. We also focus exclusively on indirect inter
personal benefits, as opposed to indirect intrapersonal benefits (like the effects 
of health-care provision on a patient’s earnings). 
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1.3.1. Open science 
Reports of all measures, manipulations, and exclusions, as well as all 

data, analysis code, and experimental materials are available for 
download at https://osf.io/fz7q2/ 

1.3.2. Ethics statement 
For all studies, relevant ethical guidelines were followed and the 

research was approved through University of Oxford’s Central Univer
sity Research Ethics Committee, with the reference number MS-IDREC- 
R56657/RE002. 

2. Study 1: personal one-off vs. government policy 

In Study 1 we contrasted personal decisions involving indirect ben
efits with policy decisions. In both cases, the decision to be made con
cerned whether to prioritize people who may be thought to contribute 
more to society. More specifically, we compared people’s willingness to 
prioritize such people when asked to imagine that they themselves must 
decide whom to save in a one-off scenario with people’s willingness to 
endorse governmental policies that demand prioritizing socially bene
ficial people in scenarios of this kind. Based on previous research (e.g., 
McKie & Richardson, 2011), we hypothesized that people would be 
strongly opposed to a government policy that prioritizes saving those 
who contribute more to society. However, because this study used a 
context other than the public provision of healthcare, this hypothesis 
was not guaranteed to be confirmed. We hypothesized that people 
would be more willing to prioritize a more socially beneficial person 
over a less socially beneficial person in a one-off decision context in 
which they were asked to imagine themselves as forced to make the 
choice. 

2.1. Methods 

2.1.1. Participants 
We recruited 162 British participants online via Prolific (111 female; 

Mage = 34.57, SDage = 11.54). They received £0.26 in payment (in line 
with UK minimum wage) for their participation. Eight were excluded for 
failing at least one out of two simple attention checks. The attention 
check questions of all studies can be found in the online materials. As an 
example, one attention check question asked participants the following: 
“Please select the second option from the left to indicate that you’re 
paying attention.” We expected a medium effect size. Power analysis 
showed that 128 participants were required to detect an effect size of d 
= 0.5 with an alpha of 0.05, power of 0.80 and df of 1. We aimed to 
recruit 160 participants to account for any exclusions. 

2.1.2. Materials and procedure 
The study had two between-subjects conditions. In the personal 

condition, participants read a text that involved two people, Allen and 
Bob, who are trapped on an island where a volcano has just erupted. 
Participants were told that they could only save one of them, due to time 
constraints. They were also told that rescuing Allen would be more 
beneficial to other people because he is a doctor specializing in a form of 
life-saving heart surgery that very few people in the world can perform, 
whereas Bob is long-term unemployed and unlikely to find work for the 
foreseeable future. Participants then had to indicate on a 7-point Likert 
scale to what extent they would prioritize saving Allen (“I would pri
oritise saving Allen”). 

In the government condition, participants read a similar text which 
involved the government of a small island with an active volcano 
considering what to do in case everyone from the island would have to 
be quickly evacuated and not everyone could be saved. Participants 
were asked to consider a proposed policy according to which those who 
contribute more to society should be prioritized in such cases. As an 
example, it was explained that if a decision had to be made between 
saving a doctor specializing in a form of life-saving heart surgery that 

very few people in the world can perform and a person who is otherwise 
similar in terms of age, health, family, and so on but long-term unem
ployed and unlikely to find work in the foreseeable future, then the 
policy suggests that the doctor should be saved, rather than the person 
who is unemployed. Participants had to indicate on a 7-point Likert scale 
to what extent they would endorse such a policy (“I would support the 
proposed policy”). 

Finally, participants responded to the Oxford Utilitarianism Scale 
(OUS; Kahane et al., 2017), the Empathic Concern Scale (Davis, 1980), 
and demographic questions. 

2.2. Results 

A t-test showed that participants were more willing to prioritize the 
more socially beneficial person in the personal condition (M = 5.28, SD 
= 1.21) than in the government condition (M = 3.80, SD = 1.88), t(139) 
= 5.92, p < .001, d = 0.93, 95% CI [0.66, 1.19] (Fig. 1). 

Empathic concern correlated negatively with agreement in the gov
ernment condition, r = − 0.31, p = .005. However, empathic concern did 
not correlate with agreement in the personal condition, r = 0.06, p = .62. 
Endorsement of instrumental harm (OUS-IH) correlated with agreement 
in the government condition, r = 0.49, p < .001 as well as in the personal 
condition, r = 0.23, p = .04. Endorsement of impartial beneficence 
(OUS-IB) did not correlate with agreement in either case, r = 0.05, p =
.57. No noteworthy correlations between responses and demographic 
variables were found. 

2.3. Discussion 

The results of our first study support the stated hypothesis. People 
are more willing to prioritize more socially beneficial people when asked 
to decide for themselves in a one-off decision context than when asked 
about their support for a government policy that demands that more 
socially beneficial people be prioritized in such situations. 

Our correlational findings suggest that some people experience an 
empathetic aversion to the governmental general policy, but not to the 
decision in the one-off case. The fact that endorsement of instrumental 
harm correlated with agreement with the proposal suggests that moral 
judgments in sacrificial moral dilemmas may partly be driven by similar 
mechanisms to those that drive people’s judgments in our indirect 
benefit dilemmas. In Study 8 we look more directly at sacrificial moral 
dilemmas. 

Fig. 1. Participants were more willing to prioritize a more socially beneficial 
person when they were asked to imagine that they themselves would make the 
decision in a one-off decision context than when they were asked about their 
support for a government policy that would prioritize more socially beneficial 
people in similar cases. 1 indicates ‘Strongly disagree’, 4 indicates ‘Neither 
agree nor disagree’, 7 indicates ‘Strongly agree’ (Study 1). 
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The two conditions in this study differ in multiple ways, which makes 
it difficult to draw a clear conclusion regarding the exact drivers of the 
effect. First, the personal condition involved an individual decision- 
maker, whereas the government condition involved group decision- 
making. Second, the individuals at stake were described in more con
crete detail in the personal condition compared with the government 
condition (Kogut, 2009). Third, the proposed acts and/or policies may 
be felt to differ in the certainty they would attach to the death of the 
second person. The formulation of the question in the personal condition 
may have been felt to leave open the possibility of making some attempt 
to save both individuals (“I would prioritise saving Allen”), whereas this 
may not have been the case with respect to the content of the policy 
considered in the government condition (“the doctor should be saved, 
rather than the person who is unemployed”). In our subsequent studies, 
we control for these potential confounders. 

3. Study 2: decision-maker 

The previous study manipulated both the decision-maker (personal 
vs. government) as well as the level of generality (one-off vs. general 
rule). In Study 2, we attempted to disentangle these factors. Further
more, we attempted to equalize another factor that differed across the 
vignettes used in Study 1: namely, that the personal condition focused 
on a single decision maker, whereas the government condition involved 
group decision making. Lastly, we used neutral labels, instead of names, 
for the people described in our vignettes, in order to reduce identifi
ability (Kogut, 2009). 

Our hypothesis was that endorsement of prioritizing more socially 
beneficial people would be stronger in one-off situations compared to 
corresponding general rules. Furthermore, we hypothesized that there 
would be a main effect of the decision-maker factor.WeWe We expected 
that people would be more opposed to governmental decisions that 
prioritize more socially beneficial people compared with decisions of the 
same kind made by private individuals. We based this on the assumption 
that people would be more likely to view government decision-makers 
as constrained by egalitarian norms of fairness. We made no hypothe
ses about the sign and size of any interaction effects. 

3.1. Methods 

3.1.1. Participants 
We recruited 250 British participants online via Prolific (164 female; 

Mage = 35.12, SDage = 12.65). They received £0.18 in payment (in line 
with UK minimum wage) for their participation. None were excluded. 
We expected a small to medium effect size. Power analysis showed that 
245 participants were required to detect an effect size of ηp

2 = 0.03 (f =
0.18) with an alpha of 0.05, power of 0.80, df = 1 and 4 groups. We 
aimed to recruit 250 participants to account for any exclusions. 

3.1.2. Materials and procedure 
The study had a 2 decision-maker (personal vs. government) x 2 

generality (one-off vs. rule) between-subjects design. 
In the personal-one-off condition participants read a text very similar 

to the personal condition in Study 1. However, participants were asked 
to consider themselves as involved in a group decision. They were asked 
to imagine that they and some friends together owned a small boat and 
would have to decide together which of the two people should be 
rescued. They were asked to imagine that one member of the group of 
friends proposed rescuing Person A over Person B in light of the greater 
indirect utility of saving the former. 

In the personal-rule condition, participants were asked to imagine 
that they and their friends, who together own a small boat, are consid
ering what to do in case the volcano on the island erupts and there are 
several people whom they can choose to rescue, but not all can be 
rescued in time. One friend proposes that the group should adopt a rule 
that prioritizes saving more socially beneficial people in such cases. 

The government conditions were analogous to the personal condi
tions. The government was imagined as either making a one-off decision 
about whom to rescue or as adopting a general rule that would enjoin 
rescuing the more socially beneficial person in cases like the one-off 
decision that participants were otherwise asked to consider. 

In all conditions, participants indicated on a 7-point Likert scale to 
what extent they approved of the respective proposals they were asked 
to consider (“I would support the proposed policy [proposal to prioritize 
rescuing Person A]”). Finally, participants responded to demographic 
questions. 

3.2. Results 

Two-way ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of generality F(1, 
246) = 21.02, p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.08, 95% CI [0.03, 0.15], but no signifi
cant main effect of decision-maker F(1, 246) = 1.13. p = .29, ηp

2 = 0.002, 
95% CI [0.00, 0.03] (Fig. 2) Tukey’s HSD post-hoc analyses showed that 
ratings in the government-one-off condition (M = 5.26, SD = 1.32) were 
significantly higher than ratings in the government-rule condition (M =
4.07, SD = 1.85), p < .001, d = 0.73, 95% CI [0.36, 1.10]. Ratings be
tween the personal-one-off (M = 5.09, SD = 1.44) and personal-rule (M 
= 4.49, SD = 1.44) conditions did not differ significantly, p = .14, d =
0.41, 95% CI [0.05, 0.79]. Note, however, that the interaction effect 
between generality and decision-maker was not significant, F(1, 246) =
2.26, p = .13, ηp

2 = 0.009, 95% CI [0.00, 0.05]. 

3.3. Discussion 

These findings support one of the stated hypotheses, namely that the 
level of generality is an important driver of the effect we found in Study 
1. People are more willing to endorse prioritizing more socially bene
ficial people in a one-off situation than when asked to consider a cor
responding general rule. However, our other hypothesis was not 
confirmed. We found no significant main effect of decision-maker. We 
also did not observe any significant interaction effect between decision- 
maker and generality. We conclude that, of these factors, generality is 
likely the key driver of the effect. Given the absence of any effect related 
to decision-maker, our subsequent studies look only at cases that involve 
the government as an actor. This simplifies the construction and sub
sequent modification of new vignettes. Furthermore, it is more natural 
to imagine government actors as forced to consider general rules for life- 
or-death scenarios of the kind we consider. 

Fig. 2. Participants were more likely to agree to proposals that involve prior
itizing more socially beneficial people in one-off cases as compared to adopting 
general rules enjoining prioritization decisions of this kind. There was no sig
nificant main effect for the decision-maker (personal vs. government). 1 in
dicates ‘Strongly disagree’, 4 indicates ‘Neither agree nor disagree’, 7 indicates 
‘Strongly agree’ (Study 2). 
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One remaining limitation of this study was that the questions asked 
in the two conditions continued to differ in the third respect highlighted 
in our discussion of Study 1. Respondents in the one-off condition were 
asked about a proposal to “prioritize” rescuing one person rather than 
another, whereas the rule presented to respondents in the rule condition 
was said to suggest “that the doctor should be rescued, rather than the 
person who is unemployed.” As above, we may worry that the latter 
more clearly rules out any attempt to rescue the second person. In 
subsequent studies, we control for this potential confounder. 

4. Study 3: types of useful people 

In the previous two studies, we only considered a single, hypothetical 
context (rescue from an erupting volcano), one pair of potential victims 
differing in their indirect social utility (a doctor vs. an unemployed 
person), and one population (British citizens, sampled via Prolific). 
Before proceeding with further study of potential mechanisms, we 
sought to test the robustness of the generality effect by replicating it with 
1) different pairs of individuals differing in their indirect social utility, 2) 
different contexts, and 3) a different population of respondents. 

4.1. Methods 

4.1.1. Pre-study 
We first conducted a pre-study (N = 48) on MTurk, in which we 

tested eight different pairs of people whom we expected participants to 
perceive as differing in the extent of their social utility. More details 
about the materials and results are reported in the Supplementary 
Materials. 

Participants were asked to indicate how much they believed the 
people whom they were asked to consider benefited others in society, 
using a scale ranging from 1 (much less than average), to 4 (as much as the 
average person), to 7 (much more than the average person). We found that 
in all eight pairs, the person we hypothesized would be considered to 
have greater social utility was viewed as such by participants. The pair 
of individuals used in the previous two studies (a doctor vs. a person who 
is long-term unemployed) resulted in the largest effect size. Based on the 
results, we chose as a second pair the following: an experienced fire
fighter vs. a telemarketer for a company selling vacuum cleaners. As a 
third pair, we created a new combination of people tested in the pre- 
study: a person who gives 25% of their income to charities that pre
vent the deaths of young children vs. a person who is homeless and must 
beg in order to support themselves. Participants’ verdicts regarding 
these three pairs resulted in large effect sizes of Cohen’s d = 1.87, 1.24, 
and 1.40, respectively. 

4.1.2. Participants 
We recruited 373 US participants online via MTurk. They received 

$0.30 in payment (in line with US minimum wage) for their participa
tion. Nine were excluded for failing at least one attention or compre
hension check, leaving a final sample of 364 people (160 female; Mage =

40.93, SDage = 12.10). We expected a small effect size. Power analysis 
showed that 351 participants were required to detect an effect size of ηp

2 

= 0.02 (f = 0.15) with an alpha of 0.05, power of 0.80, df = 1 and 4 
groups. We aimed to recruit 380 participants to account for any 
exclusions. 

4.1.3. Materials and procedure 
The study had a 2 generality (one-off vs. rule) x 3 pairs of people 

(doctor/unemployed vs. firefighter/telemarketer vs. donor/homeless) x 
2 contexts (volcano vs. healthcare) design in which generality and 
contexts were manipulated between subjects and pairs of people within 
subjects. 

The volcano vignette was almost identical to that used in Study 2. 
The healthcare vignette was analogous to the volcano vignette, but 
featured a situation in which the hospital board had to decide whether to 

prioritize one person over the other in a one-off case (in the one-off 
condition) or whether to adopt a corresponding prioritization rule for 
such cases (in the rule condition). 

The healthcare vignette read as follows in the rule condition: “Ima
gine that you are at a hospital run by the government. The hospital board has 
organs, such as kidneys, available, which they can use to save people’s lives. 
The hospital board is considering what to do if there are several people whose 
lives they can save through kidney transplants, but they do not have enough 
kidneys for everyone. One member of the hospital board proposes that people 
should be prioritized if giving them a kidney would be more beneficial to other 
people. Here is a typical example of how this policy would be used. Suppose 
that a choice will have to be made between giving a kidney to a doctor 
specializing in life-saving heart surgery that very few people in the world can 
perform, and a person who is otherwise similar in terms of age, health, family, 
and so on, but long-term unemployed and unlikely to find work in the fore
seeable future. Then the policy suggests that the doctor should be given the 
kidney, rather than the person who is unemployed.” 

The three pairs doctor/unemployed person vs. firefighter/telemar
keter vs. donor/homeless person were presented in randomized order. 
This means each participant saw the same vignette three times with 
different pairs of people. As in the previous two studies, participants had 
to indicate on a 7-point Likert scale the extent to which they would 
support the proposal (“I would support the proposal”). Afterwards, 
participants responded to three follow-up questions, all with a 7-point 
Likert response scale. These questions were designed to guide further 
research on potential mechanisms. The questions concerned, firstly, 
whether the proposals could lead to negative consequences in the long- 
term, secondly, whether the proposals were unfair, and, thirdly, whether 
the proposals suggest that some people have higher moral worth than 
others. Finally, participants responded to demographic questions. 

4.2. Results 

The results showed that the generality effect replicated for all pairs in 
both contexts (Fig. 3). Three ANOVAs were conducted on the main 
dependent variable (Table 1). The analyses revealed that for all three 
pairs, participants were significantly more likely to agree with the 
proposal in the one-off condition than in the rule conditions (Table 2). 
For the doctor and donor pairs, there were no main effects of context. 
For the firefighter pair, participants considered the proposals less 
acceptable in the healthcare context than in the volcano context. For 
none of the three pairs were any significant interaction effects between 

Fig. 3. Participants were more supportive of one-off proposals to prioritize 
socially more beneficial people than corresponding general rules. This was the 
case across different contexts and for different pairs of people. Figure shows 
aggregated results across the three types of pairs of people. 1 indicates ‘Strongly 
disagree’, 4 indicates ‘Neither agree nor disagree’, 7 indicates ‘Strongly agree’ 
(Study 3). 
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generality and context observed. 
Participants considered the rule (M = 5.23, SD = 1.60) more unfair 

than the proposal in the one-off situation (M = 4.67, SD = 1.66), t(362) 
= 3.25, p = .001, d = 0.34, 95% CI [0.13, 0.55]. They considered it more 
likely that the adoption of the rule (M = 5.36, SD = 1.42) could lead to 
negative long-term consequences than the implementation of the pro
posal in the one-off situation (M = 4.67, SD = 1.58), t(358) = 4.39, p <
.001, d = 0.46, 95% CI [0.25, 0.67]. For both perceptions of negative 
consequences and unfairness ratings there were no differences between 
contexts and also no interaction effects. Participants in all conditions 
believed that the proposal suggests that some people have higher moral 
worth than others. Here, there were no significant differences across any 
of the conditions. In other words, participants did not believe that the 
rule proposal (M = 6.06, SD = 1.20) suggests that the more socially 
beneficial people have a greater moral worth to a significantly greater 
extent than the one-off proposal does (M = 5.87, SD = 1.19), t(362) =
1.49, p = .14, d = 0.16, 95% CI [− 0.05, 0.36]. 

Agreement rates for the proposals correlated negatively with per
ceptions of negative consequences (r = − 0.55, p < .001), perception of 
unfairness (r = − 0.70, p < .001), and perceptions of differential moral 
worth attribution (r = − 0.27, p < .001). A linear regression analysis 
revealed that generality moderated the association between perceptions 
of negative consequences and agreement rates, i.e., interaction b =
− 0.24, p = .01. Thus, the negative association between agreement rates 
and perceptions of negative consequences was stronger in the rule 
condition (r = − 0.56, p < .001) than in the one-off condition (r = − 0.47, 
p < .001). 

4.3. Discussion 

This study demonstrates the robustness of the generality effect. It 
replicated with three different pairs in two different contexts and using a 
different population from that sampled in the previous studies. 

This study also gives some insight into the potential mechanism of 
the effect. We found that people consider the rule more unfair and more 
likely to lead to negative consequences than the one-off decision. 
Perception of unfairness was strongly negatively correlated with 
agreement rates, more so than perceptions of negative consequences. 
This suggests that different perceptions of the fairness and long-term 
risks of the proposals could partly drive the generality effect. Percep
tions of differential moral worth attribution also correlated negatively 
with agreement rates, but less strongly so. 

Lastly, we note that in the healthcare vignettes used in this study, the 
rule condition did not ask respondents about their approval of a rule 

characterized as entailing that “the doctor should be saved, rather than 
the person who is unemployed.” Instead, the rule is characterized as 
entailing that “the doctor should be given the kidney, rather than the 
person who is unemployed.” Earlier, we considered the worry that 
language stating that we should save A and not B, which characterized 
our rule conditions but not our one-off conditions, might be interpreted 
as ruling out that any additional effort would be made to save B. Since 
the one-off conditions used the weaker language of prioritization, this 
represented a potential confound. The rule used in the healthcare vi
gnettes in this study is not characterized in terms of saving one person 
rather than another. For this reason, we do not think the wording used in 
the rule condition here can be suspected of implicating to a noticeably 
greater extent than the wording used in the one-off condition that we 
should ignore the possibility of making additional efforts to save the life 
of the second person if suitable means unexpectedly become available. 

5. Study 4: precedent case 

In the previous studies, the one-off cases always involved a concrete 
emergency. By contrast, the rule cases only mentioned a hypothetical 
catastrophe. In Study 4, we aimed to disentangle the effects of the rule 
vs. one-off framing and the hypothetical vs. concrete framing. 

In this study, we examined whether there would be a difference in 
respondents’ levels of agreement with respect to two proposals, each 
involving a concrete emergency, in which an agent (the hospital board) 
either proposes a simple one-off decision (one-off) or adopts a general 
rule that applies to this specific scenario and other future cases of the 
same kind (precedent). The latter condition was, therefore, similar to a 
precedent case in which a general rule is established based on a concrete 
case. We also considered whether there would be any difference be
tween the precedent case and a similar case involving the adoption of a 
rule in response to a merely hypothetical scenario (rule). 

We hypothesized that people would be more willing to accept the 
proposal to prioritize more socially beneficial people if it applies just to 
this specific case (one-off) instead of representing a general rule (i.e., a 
precedent case), even if in both cases a concrete emergency is made 
salient. Further, we hypothesized that participants would be less willing 
to prioritize more socially beneficial people in the rule case than in the 
precedent case. Finally, we were interested in whether people would 
consider an agent that endorsed a rule to prioritize socially beneficial 
people as less trustworthy than an agent that decided to do so in a one- 
off case. 

5.1. Methods 

5.1.1. Participants 
We recruited 233 US American participants online via MTurk. They 

received $0.26 in payment (in line with US minimum wage) for their 
participation. Five were excluded for failing an attention check, leaving 
a final sample of 228 people (99 female; Mage = 39.81, SDage = 12.75). 
We expected a small effect size. Power analysis showed that 204 par
ticipants were required to detect an effect size of ηp

2 = 0.05 (f = 0.22) 
with an alpha of 0.05, power of 0.80 and 3 groups. We aimed to recruit 
230 participants to account for any exclusions. 

Table 1 
ANOVAs, df = 360. 95% CIs in brackets (Study 3).   

Generality Context Interaction 

F ηp
2 p F ηp

2 p F ηp
2 p 

Doctor 43.58 0.11 
[0.05, 0.17] 

< 0.001 0.75 0.002 
[0.00, 0.02] 

0.39 0.06 < 0.001 
[0.00, 0.01] 

0.82 

Firefighter 25.46 0.07 
[0.02, 0.12] 

< 0.001 8.65 0.02 
[0.00, 0.06] 

0.003 0.24 < 0.001 
[0.00, 0.02] 

0.62 

Donor 43.84 0.11 
[0.06, 0.17] 

< 0.001 1.09 0.003 
[0.00, 0.02] 

0.30 0.46 0.001 
[0.00, 0.02] 

0.50  

Table 2 
Means and standard deviations. 1 indicates ‘Strongly disagree’, 4 indicates 
‘Neither agree nor disagree’, 7 indicates ‘Strongly agree’ (Study 3).   

Volcano Healthcare  

One-off Rule One-off Rule 

Doctor 5.33 (1.44) 4.10 (1.84) 5.13 (1.60) 3.99 (1.90) 
Firefighter 4.61 (1.53) 3.78 (1.85) 4.16 (1.68) 3.16 (1.85) 
Donor 4.79 (1.51) 3.72 (1.74) 4.72 (1.75) 3.40 (1.88)  
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5.1.2. Materials and procedure 
The study had three between-subjects conditions: one-off, precedent, 

and rule. For all studies reported in this paper that include a precedent 
condition (Studies 4–6), the precedent condition always features a 
concrete case that is identical to the case described in the one-off con
dition, except that it is followed by the establishment of a general rule 
similar to that in the rule condition. By contrast, the rule condition does 
not feature a concrete case but introduces the general rule using hypo
thetical examples that could occur in the future. 

Participants were presented with the healthcare vignettes of Study 3. 
The one-off and precedent conditions were almost identical to the 
vignette of the one-off healthcare condition in Study 3, with the only 
difference being the last sentence. In the one-off condition the last 
sentence was: “One member of the hospital board proposes that in this 
particular emergency situation the hospital should prioritize treating 
Person A over Person B, since helping Person A would be more beneficial to 
other people.” In the precedent condition the last sentence was: “One 
member of the hospital board proposes that as a general policy, the hospital 
should prioritize people who would be more beneficial to other people. In this 
particular emergency situation, the policy would suggest prioritizing treating 
Person A over Person B.” The rule condition was identical to the vignette 
of the rule condition in Study 3. In all conditions, participants indicated 
on a 7-point Likert scale to what extent they would support the proposal 
(“I would support the proposal”). 

Next, participants were asked how trustworthy they would consider 
the hospital board to be in case it were to agree with the proposal and 
decided to adopt it, using a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (extremely un
trustworthy) to 7 (extremely trustworthy). Afterwards, participants indi
cated on a 7-point Likert scale whether they believed that the proposal 
could lead to negative consequences in the long-term. Participants who 
believed this to be the case were asked to briefly explain in an open text 
field how the adoption of the proposal could lead to negative conse
quences. Finally, participants responded to demographic questions. 

5.2. Results 

A first one-way ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of condi
tion on support for the proposal F(2, 225) = 20.66, p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.16, 
95% CI [0.07, 0.24] (Fig. 4, Table 3). Tukey’s HSD post-hoc tests clar
ified that all conditions differed significantly from each other. Support in 
the one-off condition was higher than in the precedent condition (p =

.03, d = 0.42, 95% CI [0.10, 0.75]) and support in the precedent con
dition was higher than in the rule condition (p < .001, d = 0.60, 95% CI 
[0.27, 0.93]). 

A second one-way ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of 
condition on perceived trustworthiness of the hospital board after hav
ing agreed to the proposal F(2, 225) = 18.69, p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.14, 95% CI 
[0.06, 0.22] (Table 4). Tukey’s HSD post-hoc tests clarified that the one- 
off and precedent conditions did not differ from each other (p = .58, d =
0.16, 95% CI [− 0.16, 0.48]). However, trustworthiness ratings in the 
precedent (as well as the one-off) condition were significantly higher 
than in the rule condition (p < .001, d = 0.78, 95% CI [0.44, 1.12]). 

A third one-way ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of con
dition on expected negative consequences of adopting the proposal F(2, 
225) = 5.83, p = .003, ηp

2 = 0.05, 95% CI [0.006, 0.11] (Table 3). 
Tukey’s HSD post-hoc tests clarified that the one-off and precedent 
conditions did not differ from each other (p = .19, d = 0.29, 95% CI 
[− 0.04, 0.61]). Similarly, there were no differences between the pre
cedent and rule conditions (p = .22, d = 0.28, 95% CI [− 0.04, 0.60]). 
However, expectations of negative consequences were significantly 
higher in the rule condition than the one-off condition (p = .002, d =
0.53, 95% CI [0.20, 0.86]). 

There were no significant correlations with demographic variables. 

5.3. Discussion 

The results confirm our first hypothesis that people are more likely to 
agree to prioritizing more socially beneficial people in a one-off case as 
opposed to adopting a general rule for such cases, even when a concrete 
emergency is made salient. We also found that hypotheticality made a 
difference to people’s willingness to support a general rule. Participants 
were more likely to agree to a general rule saying that more socially 
beneficial people should be prioritized if this rule is suggested in the 
context of a concrete emergency. 

One natural interpretation of these results is that there are at least 
two independent drivers of the observed generality effect. First, people 
have a preference for saving the more socially beneficial person in 
concrete one-off cases. Second, people have an aversion to general rules 
that prioritize more socially beneficial people. In the one-off case only 
the former is present, in the rule case only the latter. However, in the 
precedent case both drivers are present and act in opposing directions, 
meaning that people have conflicting intuitions. 

6. Study 5: repealed rule 

In Study 5, we tested whether people would still be opposed to a 
general rule prioritizing more socially beneficial people even if there 
was no reason to be concerned about possible adverse knock-on effects 
resulting from corrupt use of the rule or other forms of misapplication 
that might occur in contexts outside the vignette. We tested this by 

Fig. 4. Support for a precedent case in which a general rule to prioritize more 
socially beneficial people was set up as a result of a concrete one-off case was 
between support for the corresponding one-off proposal and support for a 
corresponding general rule that was set up without a concrete one-off case. 1 
indicates ‘Strongly disagree’, 4 indicates ‘Neither agree nor disagree’, 7 in
dicates ‘Strongly agree’ (Study 4). 

Table 3 
Means and standard deviations. 1 indicates ‘Strongly disagree’, 4 indicates 
‘Neither agree nor disagree’, 7 indicates ‘Strongly agree’ (Study 4).   

One-off Precedent Rule 

Support 5.18 (1.75) 4.41 (1.87) 3.28 (1.91) 
Trustworthiness 4.61 (1.71) 4.35 (1.62) 3.09 (1.58) 
Negative consequences 4.64 (1.62) 5.07 (1.38) 5.47 (1.54)  

Table 4 
Means and standard deviations. 1 indicates ‘Strongly disagree’, 4 indicates 
‘Neither agree nor disagree’, 7 indicates ‘Strongly agree’ (Study 5).   

One-off Precedent Repeal 

Support 4.97 (1.76) 4.22 (1.96) 4.09 (1.99) 
Negative consequences 4.68 (1.68) 5.28 (1.62) 4.83 (1.76)  
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introducing a condition in which a general rule is proposed in response 
to a concrete emergency case (precedent case) but where this general 
rule will be repealed by outside forces after one day and therefore has 
practical application only to the case at hand. 

Although we had found that people tended to cite the possibility of 
negative indirect consequences as justification for their opposition to a 
general principle saying that more socially beneficial people should be 
prioritized, we suspected that this might represent a form of post hoc 
rationalization. Our hypothesis was that people’s greater opposition to a 
general rule prioritizing the more socially beneficial person was not 
driven by concerns about potential negative knock-on effects of this 
kind, but rather by a deontological aversion to principles of this kind. 
Thus, we hypothesized that people would be similarly dismissive of a 
precedent case resulting in establishment of a long-lasting general rule 
as of a precedent case that results in adoption of a general rule whose 
applicability is restricted to a single day. 

6.1. Methods 

6.1.1. Participants 
We recruited 373 US American participants online via MTurk. They 

received $0.2 in payment for their participation (in line with US mini
mum wage). Sixteen were excluded for failing an attention check, 
leaving a final sample of 357 people (169 female; Mage = 39.72, SDage =

11.39). We expected a small effect size. Power analysis showed that 339 
participants were required to detect an effect size of ηp

2 = 0.03 (f = 0.17) 
with an alpha of 0.05, power of 0.80, and 3 groups. We aimed to recruit 
370 participants to account for any exclusions. 

6.1.2. Materials and procedure 
The study had three between-subjects conditions: one-off, precedent, 

repeal. The vignettes were based on the vignettes in Study 4. The one-off 
and precedent conditions were identical to the corresponding cases used 
in Study 4. The repeal condition was identical to the precedent condi
tion, but with the following additional sentence at the end: “Unbe
knownst to the board, any general policies they adopt will not be applied 
beyond today, because of new changes to hospital administration that will be 
implemented by the government tomorrow.” 

In all conditions, participants indicated on a 7-point Likert scale to 
what extent they would vote for the proposal (“I would vote for this 
proposal [policy]”). Next, participants indicated on a 7-point Likert 
scale whether they believed that the proposal could lead to negative 
consequences in the long-term. Finally, participants responded to de
mographic questions. 

6.2. Results 

A one-way ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of condition on 
support for the proposal, F(2, 354) = 7.22, p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.04, 95% CI 
[0.007, 0.08] (Fig. 5, Table 4). Tukey’s HSD post-hoc tests clarified that 
support in the one-off condition was significantly higher than in both the 
precedent condition (p = .008, d = 0.40, 95% CI [0.14, 0.66]) and the 
repeal condition (p = .001, d = 0.47, 95% CI [0.20, 0.73]). ByBy 
contrast, support in the precedent condition and repeal condition did not 
differ significantly from each other (p = .85, d = 0.07, 95% CI [− 0.18, 
0.32]). 

A second one-way ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of 
condition on expected negative consequences of adopting the proposal F 
(2, 354) = 4.07, p = .02, ηp

2 = 0.02, 95% CI [0, 0.06] (Table 4). Tukey’s 
HSD post-hoc tests clarified that expected negative consequences were 
perceived to be significantly higher in the precedent condition than in 
the one-off condition (p = .02, d = 0.36, 95% CI [0.10, 0.62]). Expected 
negative consequences in the repeal condition lay between those of the 
precedent condition (p = .10, d = 0.27, 95% CI [0.01, 0.52]) and those in 
the one-off condition (p = .77, d = 0.08, 95% CI [− 0.17, 0.34]). 

6.3. Discussion 

The findings of this study support our hypothesis that people 
continue to be opposed to a general rule prioritizing more socially 
beneficial people even if the rule only applies to a single concrete 
emergency situation. This casts some doubt on the possibility that 
people’s dismissal of the general rule is driven by consequentialist 
concerns about potential negative long-term consequences that the rule 
could have. A plausible conclusion to be drawn from this study is that 
people’s dismissal of the general rule is instead driven by a deontological 
aversion to rules of this kind. 

Even though many concerns about negative future consequences are 
ruled out in the repeal condition, there may still be some such concerns 
that persist. For example, people might object to the rule because they 
worry that it would send a signal to the new hospital administration, 
which in turn could create negative consequences. Or, people may worry 
that the rule could cause risk to patients in the short-term, even if it did 
not cause harm in the future. Therefore, while this study provides some 
support for the hypothesis that people’s weaker support for rules 
compared to one-off cases is not driven by concerns about consequences, 
we also cannot fully rule it out. 

7. Study 6: narrow rules 

It is possible that people were more opposed to rules than one-off 
decisions in our previous studies because the rules had a wider scope 
than the one-off decision. Obviously, there is a sense in which any rule 
must of necessity have broader scope than a corresponding one-off de
cision. What we have in mind is the idea that the rules considered were 
relatively open-ended. Participants may have had concerns about how 
these rules would be applied beyond the specific example given. In 
particular, they may have worried that these rules could be used to 
support verdicts about other cases with which they would not agree. 
There are at least two dimensions of scope that we control for in this 
study. 

First, there is the context to which the rule applies. Participants may 
interpret the rule to prioritize more beneficial people as a general 
principle of care that would apply to various contexts, including con
texts that differ significantly from the example given. In this study, we 
control for context scope by explicitly specifying that the rule would 

Fig. 5. Support for a general rule that was adopted via a precedent case was the 
same when the rule repealed after one day. This casts some doubt on the pos
sibility that people’s dismissal of the general rule is driven by consequentialist 
concerns about potential negative long-term consequences that the rule could 
have. 1 indicates ‘Strongly disagree’, 4 indicates ‘Neither agree nor disagree’, 7 
indicates ‘Strongly agree’ 1 indicates ‘Strongly disagree’, 4 indicates ‘Neither 
agree nor disagree’, 7 indicates ‘Strongly agree’ (Study 5). 
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only apply to particular kinds of emergency cases. 
Second, there are the people to whom the rule would apply. Partic

ipants may worry that the rule would be applied in cases where they 
disapprove of the classification of people as more and less beneficial. We 
control for people scope by specifying that the rule would only apply to 
cases where one patient is a doctor and the other patient is an unem
ployed person. 

A further possibility is that participants were worried about how 
rigidly the rule would be applied, and whether it might also be applied in 
cases where there were strong reasons to prioritize helping a person of 
lower indirect social utility: for example, because their medical needs 
are more urgent. To control for rigidity, we specify that the rule would 
only apply as long as no considerations speak against it and as long as 
the patients have the same level of medical need and are otherwise 
similar in terms of age, health, family, and so on. 

7.1. Methods 

7.1.1. Participants 
We recruited 360 US American participants online via MTurk. They 

received $0.33 in payment (in line with US minimum wage) for their 
participation. 27 were excluded for failing an attention check, leaving a 
final sample of 333 people (128 female; Mage = 38.37, SDage = 11.74). 
We expected a small effect size. Power analysis showed that 318 par
ticipants were required to detect an effect size of ηp

2 = 0.03 (f = 0.175) 
with an alpha of 0.05, power of 0.80 and 3 groups. We aimed to recruit 
340 participants to account for any exclusions. 

7.1.2. Materials and procedure 
The study had the same design as Study 4. There were three between- 

subjects conditions: one-off, precedent, rule. Participants were pre
sented with two scenarios in randomized order: an adjusted healthcare 
scenario (from Study 4) and a new firefighter scenario. The firefighter 
scenario described a case in which only one out of two people could be 
saved from a burning building. In all conditions the following back
ground was given to make the proposals more plausible: “The city suffers 
from a lack of doctors, since many doctors have left for other cities. At the 
same time, it has an unusually large number of unemployed people.” 

In both scenarios, and in both the rule and precedent condition, the 
scope of the rule was defined in narrow terms, such that it was clear that 
it would only apply to a very narrow type of context and only to specific 
types of people: “Therefore, a member of the hospital board proposes the 
following. From now on, in all emergency cases where both a doctor and an 
unemployed person urgently need a kidney to survive but only one kidney is 
available, the hospital should save the doctor. That is because saving the 
doctor would be more beneficial to other people.” To control for rigidity, 
participants were told the following: “The member of the hospital board 
clarifies that this holds as long as no other considerations speak against it and 
as long as the patients have the same level of medical need and are otherwise 
similar in terms of age, health, family, and so on.” 

Participants indicated on a 7-point Likert scale to what extent they 
would support the proposal (“I would support the proposal”). Partici
pants also indicated on a 7-point scale to what extent they found the 
proposal morally wrong. This was included to test whether we would 
find the same effect with perceived wrongness as with support. Next, 
participants indicated on two 7-point Likert scales whether they 
believed that the proposals were unfair and whether they could lead to 
negative consequences in the long-term. Participants were then asked to 
note down their reasons for whether they believed the proposals to be 
unfair or capable of leading to negative consequences in a text field. 
Finally, participants responded to demographic questions. 

7.2. Results 

We conducted two separate one-way ANOVAs for the healthcare and 
firefighters scenarios. The patterns were the same in both scenarios. 

There was a significant main effect of condition on support for the 
proposal in the healthcare scenario, F(2,330) = 13.20, p < .001, ηp

2 =

0.07, 95% CI [0.03, 0.13] (Fig. 6, Table 5). Tukey’s HSD post-hoc tests 
showed that support in the one-off condition was higher than in the 
precedent condition (p = .001, d = 0.49, 95% CI [0.22, 0.76]) and than 
in the rule condition (p < .001, d = 0.68, 95% CI [0.40, 0.96]). Support 
in the precedent condition did not differ significantly from support in the 
rule condition (p = .38, d = 0.17, 95% CI [− 0.09, 0.43]). Similarly, there 
was a significant main effect of condition on support for the proposal in 
the firefighters scenario, F(2, 330) = 19.12, p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.10, 95% CI 
[0.05, 0.17]. Tukey’s HSD post-hoc tests showed that support in the one- 
off condition was higher than in the precedent condition (p < .001, d =
0.63, 95% CI [0.35, 0.90]) and than in the rule condition (p < .001, d =
0.81, 95% CI [0.53, 1.10]). Support in the precedent condition did not 
differ significantly from support in the rule condition (p = .37, d = 0.17, 
95% CI [− 0.09, 0.44]). 

Next, we looked at the perceived moral wrongness of the proposals. 
There was a significant main effect of condition on perceived moral 
wrongness of the proposal in the healthcare scenario, F(2, 330) = 5.21, 
p = .006, ηp

2 = 0.03, 95% CI [0.003, 0.07] (Table 5). Tukey’s HSD post- 
hoc tests showed that perceived moral wrongness was lower in the one- 
off condition than in the precedent condition (p = .02, d = 0.38, 95% CI 
[0.11, 0.65]) and than in the rule condition (p = .02, d = 0.37, 95% CI 
[0.10, 0.63]). Perceived moral wrongness did not differ significantly 
between the precedent condition and the rule condition (p = 1.0, d =
0.001, 95% CI [− 0.26, 0.27]). Perceived wrongness of the proposal were 
significantly above the midpoint in both the precedent (t(108) = 2.68, p 
= .009, d = 0.26) and rule conditions (t(111) = 2.51, p = .01, d = 0.24). 
Similarly, there was a significant main effect of condition on perceived 
moral wrongness of the proposal in the firefighters scenario, F(2, 330) =
3.90, p = .02, ηp

2 = 0.02, 95% CI [0.00, 0.06]. Tukey’s HSD post-hoc tests 
showed that perceived moral wrongness was lower in the one-off con
dition than in the precedent condition (p < .05, d = 0.33, 95% CI [0.06, 
0.60]) and than in the rule condition (p = .04, d = 0.32, 95% CI [0.05, 
0.58]). Perceived moral wrongness did not differ significantly between 
the precedent condition and the rule condition (p = 1.00, d = 0.006, 
95% CI [− 0.26, 0.27]). Perceived wrongness of the proposal were 
significantly above the midpoint in both the precedent (t(108) = 3.68, p 
< .001, d = 0.35) and rule conditions (t(111) = 3.37, p = .001, d = 0.32). 

There were significant differences in perceived unfairness across the 
three conditions, F(2, 330) = 4.49, p = .01, ηp

2 = 0.03, 95% CI [0.00, 
0.07]. Tukey’s HSD post-hoc tests showed that concerns about unfair
ness were higher in the rule condition compared to the one-off condition 
(p = .01, d = 0.40, 95% CI [0.13, 0.66]). But there were neither any 
significant differences in fairness ratings between the one-off condition 
and the precedent condition (p = .12, d = 0.26, 95% CI [− 0.01, 0.52]) 
nor between the rule condition and the precedent condition (p = .62, d 
= 0.13, 95% CI [− 0.14, 0.39]). 

There were also significant differences in perceived negative conse
quences across the three conditions, F(2, 330) = 4.21, p = .02, ηp

2 = 0.02, 
95% CI [0.00, 0.06]. Tukey’s HSD post-hoc tests showed that partici
pants were more concerned about negative consequences in the rule 
condition compared to the one-off condition (p = .01, d = 0.39, 95% CI 
[0.13, 0.66]). But there were neither any significant differences in 
perceived negative consequences between the one-off condition and the 
precedent condition (p = .30, d = 0.19, 95% CI [− 0.07, 0.46]) nor be
tween the rule condition and the precedent condition (p = .34, d = 0.19, 
95% CI [− 0.07, 0.46]). 

A linear regression analysis revealed that both perceived unfairness 
(b = − 0.53, p < .001) and perceived negative consequences (b = − 0.22, 
p < .001) significantly predicted lower support of both the healthcare 
and firefighter proposals (aggregated scores across both scenarios), even 
when both factors were controlling for the other. 

Support ratings and perceived moral wrongness correlated nega
tively in both the healthcare scenario, r = − 0.71, p < .001, and the 
firefighters scenario, r = − 0.71, p < .001. Support ratings correlated 
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negatively with concerns about negative consequences in both the 
healthcare scenario, r = − 0.55, p < .001, and the firefighters scenario, r 
= − 0.56, p < .001. Similarly, support ratings correlated negatively with 
perceived fairness in both the healthcare scenario, r = − 0.63, p < .001, 
and the firefighters scenario, r = − 0.66, p < .001. 

7.3. Discussion 

The findings of this study confirm that the generality effect exists 
even when the scope of the rule is held narrow. In contrast to Study 5, we 
did not find that participants were more approving of the precedent case 
than the general rule. However, they were still less approving of the 
precedent case than the one-off decision. In all our other studies, we 
asked participants to indicate their level of support for the proposals but 
we did not directly ask about their perceived wrongness. In this study, 
we explicitly asked about the moral wrongness of the proposals. We 
found that participants were not just less supportive of the general rule 
than the one-off proposal, but also considered the general rule to be 
morally wrong to a greater extent than the one-off proposal. In line with 
previous studies, we found that participants were more concerned about 
negative consequences when asked to assess general rules and consid
ered them more unfair than the one-off proposal. 

Participants were asked to give free text responses explaining why 
they believed that the proposals could lead to negative consequences, or 
why they found them unfair. Typical responses included “it is simply 
unfair”, “it puts the value of one human life over another”, or “it can lead 
to a slippery slope”. We did not find any types of reasons that 

participants only gave in the general rule condition, and not in the one- 
off condition. 

8. Study 7: joint vs separate 

In Study 6 we found that people are less supportive of a general rule 
to prioritize more socially beneficial people than a corresponding one- 
off decision even if that rule has such a narrow scope that it only 
covers exactly those cases described in the one-off scenario. This sug
gests that people may be inconsistent. If they approve of every single 
case that the rule covers, why then would they be less approving of the 
general rule? In Study 7, we investigated whether people would 
continue to be more supportive of the one-off proposal than the general 
rule even when evaluating both scenarios jointly. Previous studies have 
shown that moral judgments in joint evaluation vs separate evaluation 
setups can differ (e.g., Barak-Corren, Tsay, Cushman, & Bazerman, 
2018; Caviola, Faulmüller, Everett, Savulescu, & Kahane, 2014). 

If participants’ judgments remained the same irrespective of whether 
they were evaluating the two types of proposals separately or jointly, 
that would suggest that they believe themselves to have good reasons for 
viewing the one-off proposal as more appropriate than the general rule. 
For example, if the primary explanation for why people are less sup
portive of the general rule than the one-off proposal involves explicit 
consideration of reasons related to negative consequences or a princi
pled distinction among different degrees of (un)fairness, we would 
expect judgments to remain mostly unaffected by a joint vs separate 
evaluation manipulation. If, however, people’s judgments about the 
general rule and the one-off proposal are more similar under joint 
evaluation, this would suggest that they are not confident that they have 
adequate reasons for being more supportive of the one-off proposal than 
the general rule. Thus, if judgments are more similar under joint eval
uation compared to under separate evaluation, that would provide ev
idence that the effect under separate evaluation is at least partly driven 
by factors that people are not able to explicitly justify when confronted 
with the apparent inconsistency. 

Fig. 6. Participants continued to be more supportive of proposals to prioritize more socially beneficial people in one-off cases than of corresponding general rules 
even when the rules were so narrow that they only covered cases that are exactly the same as the situation described in the one-off case. 1 indicates ‘Strongly 
disagree’, 4 indicates ‘Neither agree nor disagree’, 7 indicates ‘Strongly agree’ (Study 6). 

Table 5 
Means and standard deviations. 1 indicates ‘Strongly disagree’, 4 indicates 
‘Neither agree nor disagree’, 7 indicates ‘Strongly agree’. (Study 6).   

One-off Precedent Rule 

Support healthcare 5.10 (1.62) 4.23 (1.89) 3.91 (1.85) 
Support firefighters 5.08 (1.55) 4.00 (1.88) 3.68 (1.88) 
Wrongness healthcare 3.78 (1.74) 4.42 (1.65) 4.42 (1.77) 
Wrongness firefighters 4.02 (1.74) 4.58 (1.64) 4.59 (1.85) 
Unfairness 4.38 (1.81) 4.84 (1.75) 5.06 (1.62) 
Negative consequences 4.54 (1.79) 4.88 (1.79) 5.21 (1.61)  
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8.1. Methods 

8.1.1. Participants 
We recruited 309 US American participants online via MTurk. They 

received $0.30 in payment (in line with US minimum wage) for their 
participation. 11 were excluded for failing an attention check, leaving a 
final sample of 298 people (134 female; Mage = 38.23, SDage = 10.88). 
We expected a small to medium effect size. Power analysis for the 
separate evaluation tests showed that 158 participants were required to 
detect an effect size of d = 0.45 with an alpha of 0.05, power of 0.80 and 
df of 1. We aimed to recruit 300 participants to account for the addi
tional joint evaluation condition as well as for exclusions. 

8.1.2. Materials and procedure 
The study had a joint evaluation vs separate evaluation study design. 

There were three between-subjects conditions: joint evaluation (N =
92), separate evaluation one-off (N = 101), and separate evaluation rule 
(N = 105). In the joint evaluation condition participants saw both fire
fighter scenarios on the same page (in randomized order). The scenarios 
were similar to the ones used in Study 5. One crucial difference was that 
the two cities were described as being two separate cities: city A and city 
B. At the end of the page, participants had to indicate on two separate 7- 
point Likert scales to what extent they would endorse the proposed 
general rule and the one-off proposal respectively (“I would support the 
proposal [proposed general policy] in city A [B]”). In the separate 
evaluation conditions, participants only saw one of the respective sce
narios and had to indicate their endorsement of the proposal. In the joint 
evaluation condition, participants were asked on the next page to what 
extent they consider their two responses to be consistent, using a 7-point 
scale ranging from 1 (completely inconsistent) to 7 (completely consistent). 

8.2. Results 

An independent t-test revealed that in the separate evaluation con
ditions support for the one-off proposal (M = 5.15, SD = 1.28) was 
stronger than for the general rule (M = 4.06, SD = 1.86), t(184) = 4.92, 
p < .001, d = 0.68, 95% CI [0.39, 0.97] (see Fig. 7). A paired sample t- 
test revealed that in the joint evaluation condition support for the one- 
off proposal (M = 4.57, SD = 1.88) was also stronger than for the general 
rule (M = 4.33, SD = 1.95), t(95) = 2.16, p = .03, d = 0.22, 95% CI [0.02, 
0.43]. The differences in support of the one-off proposal and the general 
policy was significantly stronger2 in the separate evaluations conditions 
than in the joint evaluation condition, t(305) = 3.04, p = .003, d = 0.36, 
95% CI [0.09, 0.58]. Support for the one-off proposal in the separate 
evaluation condition was stronger than support in the one-off condition 
in the joint evaluation condition, t(158) = 2.50, p = .01, d = 0.37, 95% 
CI [0.08, 0.65]. By contrast, support of the general rule did not differ 
across the two types of conditions, t(189) = − 0.99, p = .33, d = 0.14, 
95% CI [− 0.14, 0.42]. 

Participants in the joint evaluation condition believed that their two 
responses were consistent (M = 6.17, SD = 1.18). 75% of the partici
pants in the joint evaluation condition were equally supportive of the 
one-off proposal and the general rule, 17% were more supportive of the 
one-off proposal, and 8% were more supportive of the general rule. 

8.3. Discussion 

The findings of this study demonstrate that people’s judgments about 
the one-off proposal and the general rule tend to converge when they 
evaluate these jointly. When directly comparing the one-off proposal 
and the general rule, 75% of participants were equally supportive of 
both. Our results show that when evaluating both proposals jointly, 

participants in particular become less supportive of the one-off proposal, 
without significantly altering their views about the general rule. How
ever, our results also show that even under joint evaluation 17% of 
participants are less supportive of the general rule than the one-off 
proposal. Thus, on average, support for the one-off proposal remains 
stronger than for the general rule. 

One way to interpret these findings is that when evaluating the two 
proposals jointly, many people feel that it would be inconsistent of them 
to be more supportive of the proposal in the one-off emergency case than 
of the corresponding general rule, if that general rule prescribes 
behaving exactly as they would approve of behaving in the one-off case. 
As a consequence, they equalize their judgments. If they instead had 
access to explicit reasons for viewing the general rule as less acceptable, 
we would expect them to retain the same relative judgments about the 
one-off proposal and the general rule, irrespective of whether evaluating 
them jointly or separately. Indeed, that may be exactly why a small 
percentage of participants continue to be more supportive of the one-off 
proposal than the general rule when evaluating them jointly. 

In sum, our findings show that the generality effect we have been 
exploring in this paper may partly be driven by factors that a majority of 
people are unable to explicitly justify when asked to directly compare a 
one-off proposal with a general rule. 

9. Study 8: sacrificial dilemma 

All our previous studies focused on indirect benefit dilemmas that 
involved prioritizing a socially more beneficial person over another 
person. In Study 8, we examined whether the generality effect also 
shows in other types of moral dilemmas. In particular, we looked at a 
sacrificial dilemma, a type of dilemma widely studied in moral psy
chology. The most well known sacrificial dilemma is the trolley problem 
(Foot, 1967; Thomson, 1985). In this study, we relied on a modified 
version of the rescue boat scenario (Greene et al., 2008), in which one 
person has to be thrown overboard in order to prevent the boat from 
sinking, which would cause all passengers to drown. 

9.1. Methods 

9.1.1. Participants 
We recruited 202 US American participants online via MTurk. They 

received $0.30 in payment (in line with US minimum wage) for their 
participation. 14 were excluded for failing an attention check, leaving a 
final sample of 188 people (70 female; Mage = 36.39, SDage = 10.52). We 
expected a small to medium effect size. Power analysis showed that 158 
participants were required to detect an effect size of d = 0.45 with an 
alpha of 0.05, power of 0.80 and df of 1. We aimed to recruit 200 par
ticipants to account for exclusions. 

9.1.2. Materials and procedure 
The study had two conditions. Participants in the one-off condition 

read the following: “(…) Due to an accident the cruise ship is on fire and has 
to be abandoned. Since there are not enough lifeboats available, there are 
presently too many people on one of the lifeboats, which causes the boat to 
sink and everyone on it to drown. The captain proposes to throw one person 
overboard because this would be the only way to save all remaining people.” 
Participants in the rule condition read the following: “(…) The man
agement of the cruise ship is considering what to do if, in case of an accident, 
the ship has to be abandoned but there are not enough lifeboats to save 
everyone. The captain proposes that as a general policy, from now on in all 
emergency situations where the cruise ship has to be abandoned and where 
there are too many people on a lifeboat causing it to sink and everyone to 
drown, one person should be thrown overboard if this is the only way to save 
all remaining people.” 

Participants indicated on a 7-point Likert scale to what extent they 
would support the proposal (“I would support the proposal [proposed 
general policy]”). Next, participants indicated on two 7-point Likert 

2 According to the formula to assess preference reversals by Hsee (1996): t =
(MJA − MJB) − (MSA − MSB)/(SJ

2/NJ + SSA
2 /NSA + SSB

2 /NSB)1/2 
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scales whether they believed that the proposal was unfair and whether it 
could lead to negative consequences in the long-term. Finally, partici
pants responded to demographic questions. 

9.2. Results 

A t-test showed that participants were more supportive of the pro
posal in the one-off condition (M = 4.55, SD = 1.83) than of the general 
rule (M = 3.69, SD = 1.89), t(183) = 3.17, p = .002, d = 0.46, 95% CI 
[0.17, 0.76] (Fig. 8). Ratings of unfairness in the one-off condition (M =
4.95, SD = 1.68) and the rule condition (M = 5.27, SD = 1.52) did not 
statistically differ from each other, t(186) = − 1.36, p = .17, d = 0.20, 
95% CI [− 0.09, 0.49]. Participants were more worried about the long- 
term negative consequences of the general policy (M = 5.60, SD =
1.29) than the one-off decision (M = 4.93, SD = 1.50), t(185) = − 3.30, p 
= .001, d = 0.48, 95% CI [0.18, 0.77]. 

9.3. Discussion 

The findings of this study suggest that the generality effect does not 
just apply to the indirect benefit cases we have studied so far in this 
paper. Instead, the effect also applies to sacrificial dilemma cases. This 
suggests that people in general are more approving of characteristically 
utilitarian responses to one-off decisions in moral dilemmas than of 
corresponding general rules. 

These findings also rule out some hypotheses about the effect that are 
specific to indirect benefit cases. For example, they make it less likely 
that our effect was driven by people’s concerns about the classification 
of people into beneficial and less beneficial people, since this aspect was 
not present in the sacrificial dilemma we used. 

Previous research has found that moral judgments differ depending 
on the type of sacrificial dilemma. In this study, we have looked at a 
“personal” sacrificial moral dilemma that involves active personal harm. 
Future research could investigate if the generality effect also exists in 
other types of sacrificial moral dilemmas. 

10. General discussion 

Across our studies we found evidence for a generality effect: partic
ipants were more supportive of a proposal to prioritize people who are 
more beneficial to society than others if this applies to a concrete one-off 
situation than if it describes a general rule. The effect showed robustly 
even when controlling for various factors. It occurred even when the 
decision-maker was the same in both cases (Study 2), when the pairs of 
people differing in the extent of their indirect social utility was varied 
(Study 3), when the scenarios were varied (Study 3, Study 6), when the 
participant samples came from different countries (Study 3), and when 
the rule only entails cases that are exactly the same as the one-off case 
(Study 6). The effect also occurred when the general rule was introduced 
via a concrete precedent case (Study 4 and 6). The tendency to be more 
supportive of the one-off proposal than the general rule was significantly 
reduced when participants evaluated the two proposals jointly as 
opposed to separately (Study 7). Finally, we found that the effect also 
occurred in sacrificial moral dilemmas (Study 8), suggesting it is a 
general phenomenon occurring in multiple moral contexts. 

Despite their structural differences, indirect benefit dilemmas and 

Fig. 7. When participants directly compared and evaluated the one-off proposal and the general rule side-by-side, the generality effect became weaker, suggesting 
that many participants could not access normative reasons for viewing the general rule as less acceptable than the one-off proposal. 1 indicates ‘Strongly disagree’, 4 
indicates ‘Neither agree nor disagree’, 7 indicates ‘Strongly agree’ (Study 7). 

Fig. 8. Participants were more supportive of sacrificing one to save many in a 
one-off decision context than if it was stated as a general rule. 1 indicates 
‘Strongly disagree’, 4 indicates ‘Neither agree nor disagree’, 7 indicates 
‘Strongly agree’ (Study 8). 
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sacrificial dilemmas likely trigger similar psychological reactions. In 
both types of dilemmas, deontological and utilitarian moral concerns 
can be invoked. People may be more opposed to general rules than 
corresponding one-off decisions either because they expect that such a 
rule leads to worse outcomes (the consequentialist interpretation) or 
because they think such a rule is intrinsically wrong (the deontological 
interpretation). We will now discuss reasons speaking for and against 
these two interpretations in turn. 

10.1. Concerns about negative consequences 

In Studies 3–6 and 8, participants considered it more likely that the 
adoption of the rule could lead to negative long-term consequences than 
the one-off decision. People may worry that in many cases it will be 
difficult to decide whether one person is more socially beneficial than 
another. They might fear that in such cases the scope for subjective 
judgment on behalf of decision-makers would lead to misuse of the rule, 
involving nepotism or other forms of corruption. It is also possible that 
any concerns people may already have about the one-off case could be 
heightened for a respective general rule, since the rule would lead to 
multiple decisions of the kind. 

While we consider it plausible that concerns about negative conse
quences play a role in explaining the generality effect, there are reasons 
that speak against treating it as its only driver. First, concerns about 
corruption may seem apt in respect of government decisions, but argu
ably have little merit when applied to the decisions of private in
dividuals. In Study 2, we found no main effect of decision-maker on 
people’s judgments, nor any interaction effect involving decision-maker 
and generality. Second, concerns about corruption could not easily 
explain why the generality effect occurred in the sacrificial dilemma of 
Study 8 because that dilemma did not involve a distinction between 
socially more and less beneficial individuals. 

Therefore, one possibility is that worries about adverse consequences 
represent post hoc rationalizations as opposed to true drivers of the ef
fect. One reason to adopt this hypothesis is that in Study 5, we found that 
participants were more resistant to adopting a rule than endorsing a 
corresponding one-off verdict even in cases where the rule will not be 
used to guide behavior beyond one particular case. However, we also 
acknowledge the limitations of that study, which allow for alternative 
interpretations. Another reason to assume that worries about adverse 
consequences represent post hoc rationalizations is our finding that in 
joint evaluation, participants rated the two types of proposals more 
similarly than in separate evaluation (Study 7). The fact that people’s 
level of support for the one-off decision differs across the joint evalua
tion and separate evaluation conditions suggests that they lack princi
pled reasons (e.g., concerns about negative consequences) for being 
more supportive of saving the more socially beneficial individual in one- 
off cases. If in fact the differences observed in separate evaluation were 
explained by concerns about negative consequences, then we would 
expect participants to continue to be more supportive of the one-off 
proposals to the same extent in joint evaluation. Given that this is not 
the case, it is unlikely that such principled reasons are the full driver of 
the effect. But concerns about negative consequences might play a 
partial role in explaining the effect. 

10.2. Deontological aversion 

10.2.1. Unfairness 
In Studies 3 and 6 we found that participants considered the rule 

more unfair than the one-off proposal. Thus, people may have a deon
tological aversion to general rules that they consider to be unfair or as 
violating an egalitarian principle. They might experience such an 
aversion to a lesser extent for analogous one-off decisions. 

While we believe that concerns about unfairness likely play a role in 
explaining the generality effect, we also believe that the explanation is 
not especially informative. It may be thought to come close to a mere 

restatement of the fact that they judged the rule as more objectionable. 
The appeal to perceived unfairness as a driver naturally raises the 
question of why participants viewed the rule as more unfair. 

10.2.2. Trade-off aversion 
One possibility is that the generality effect can be explained by trade- 

off aversion (Tetlock, Kristel, Elson, Green, & Lerner, 2000): the fact that 
people dislike making difficult trade-off decisions unless absolutely 
necessary. This is particularly the case for decisions that involve 
weighing different sacred values, such as human lives, against each 
other, i.e. taboo trade-offs. In a concrete one-off emergency situation 
people may realize that such a decision must be made and thus they 
choose the more pragmatic, utilitarian solution. In the general rule case, 
however, people might consider it unnecessary to make such a trade-off 
decision and thus prefer to avoid it. 

Furthermore, people might consider it inappropriate to establish a 
general rule about difficult trade-off cases because they perceive pre
paring for such cases as expressing complacencyy in the face of potential 
emergencies. Instead of considering how to decide in such potential 
future emergency situations, people might consider it more appropriate 
to avoid these emergencies in the first place. 

It is worth noting that the explanation highlighted here can arguably 
be given a consequentialist gloss and so may illustrate a way of 
rendering trade-off aversion consistent with a consequentialist 
approach. In other words, people might believe that the adoption of the 
rule, by expressing complacency in the face of potential emergencies, 
will in fact lead actors to be less concerned about preventing potential 
emergency cases from arising, leading to worse outcomes in aggregate. 

10.2.3. Algorithm aversion 
A related possibility is that people believe such decisions should be 

made on a case-by-case basis by the individuals responsible, rather than 
by a formal general rule. It has been demonstrated that people show 
algorithm aversion, e.g., they more quickly lose confidence in statistical 
algorithms as forecasters than in human forecasters (Dietvorst, Sim
mons, & Massey, 2015). It is possible that similar mechanisms that 
explain algorithm aversion explain people’s greater aversion to general 
rules over one-off decisions that have to be made by humans on a case- 
by-case basis. 

People may also oppose the general rules because they perceive them 
as disrespectful to the individuals who are being submitted to them. 
They may think that such general rules process all individuals at stake in 
a “mechanistic” way without appropriately taking into account every
one’s special circumstances and interests. By contrast, people may 
perceive proposals in a one-off case as more appropriate because they 
think that in such cases everyone’s special circumstances and interests 
could be taken into account. 

10.3. Abstract vs. concrete levels of construal 

Another theory that could be thought to explain why people are more 
opposed to a rule saying that we should prioritize more socially bene
ficial people than a corresponding one-off decision is construal level 
theory (CLT) (Eyal & Liberman, 2012; Trope & Liberman, 2010). CLT 
relies on the familiar notion that people mentally represent objects and 
events in different ways. In particular, a distinction is drawn between 
high-level construals that are abstract and decontextualized, and low- 
level construals that are concrete and context-specific. Psychological 
distance is found to facilitate evaluations based on high-level construals 
(Trope & Liberman, 2010). Eyal and Liberman (2012) further hypoth
esize that more central values are conceptualized as higher-level con
structs, given that representing an object more abstractly involves 
retaining more central features while omitting secondary features. As a 
result, more central values should be expected to take priority when 
evaluating stimuli that are psychologically distant, with secondary 
values gaining in importance at greater psychological proximity. 
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In order to apply CLT to our findings, we would adopt the hypothesis 
that a deontological egalitarian principle mandating equal treatment 
irrespective of further indirect benefits represents a more central value 
for most participants than the utilitarian principle of maximizing 
aggregate welfare. As noted previously, although general policies 
eventually lead to real-world outcomes, they do so only after some time, 
and the causal path between a decision about a general rule and its 
application in any given instance is more indirect than the causal path 
between a decision about a one-off case and the relevant possible out
comes associated with that case. As a result, CLT would lead us to expect 
that subjects’ evaluation of general rules are more likely to be based 
primarily on deontological egalitarian considerations, whereas their 
evaluations of descriptions of concrete scenarios are more likely to 
evoke utilitarian considerations. 

Setting aside the need to adopt the stated hypothesis about value 
centrality, for which we know of no independent evidence, the explan
atory power of CLT should be considered limited in light of our results in 
Studies 4 and 6. Here we find that people continue to be more opposed to 
the rule than the one-off decision even when the rule was defined by a 
concrete one-off situation, i.e., a precedent case. However, it may be 
thought possible that the establishment of the general rule at the end of 
the vignette triggered a more abstract way of thinking in participants. 

10.4. Limitations and future research 

Our studies demonstrate that there is a robust generality effect with 
regard to decisions involving prioritizing among people who may be 
thought to differ in their indirect social utility, as well as decisions 
involving sacrificing one to save many. We were also able to rule out 
several possible confounding factors. Although we have suggested po
tential explanations for the effect we observe, more research is needed to 
fully understand the psychological mechanisms driving the effect. It is 
likely that the effect is driven by multiple factors. Future research could 
therefore investigate more thoroughly whether concerns about negative 
consequences are causally driving the effect or whether they are rather 
post hoc justifications, as we have suggested above. More research is also 
needed to directly test the hypothesis that people have a deontological 
aversion, perhaps driven by trade-off aversion, against general moral 
rules of the kind studied here. 

Another avenue for future research is to explore the scope of the 
generality effect. We have shown that the effect exists in indirect benefit 
dilemmas and in a sacrificial moral dilemma. Future research could 
explore whether the effect also shows up in other types of moral di
lemmas and even certain non-moral cases. Research could test whether 
the effect only applies to cases that involve difficult trade-off decisions 
or whether it applies more generally to decision-making. 

10.5. Rules and one-off decisions in philosophical utilitarianism 

The findings of our studies are relevant for debates concerning the 
place of rules in utilitarianism. Many have argued that utilitarians 
should not attempt in every case to calculate the value of the conse
quences of the acts available to them, but should instead adopt simpler, 
concrete rules as guides to practical decision making (Frey, 2000; 
Richard M. Hare, 1981; Mill, 1861; Railton, 1984; Sidgwick, 1874). This 
saves time and helps to guard against our tendencies to bias calculations 
of aggregate utility to get the results we want in the heat of the moment. 
These concrete rules are often viewed as likely to be similar in character 
to deontological principles, facilitating convergence between conse
quentialism and deontology (Frey, 2000). For instance, Hare (1993), 
argued that medical professionals should adopt an absolute ban on 
participating in torture, while also believing firmly that there are 
possible cases in which it is for the best to use torture, arguing that 
things will go better overall if an absolute ban is adopted than if a more 
flexible rule is put in place. Insofar as our findings can be taken to 
suggest that people exhibit a deontological aversion to certain kinds of 

general rules that they are disposed to rationalize by appeal to charac
teristically consequentialist considerations, a view like Hare’s may well 
have been influenced by factors of this kind. 

11. Implications 

Our findings indicate that people’s willingness to endorse one-off 
moral decisions and corresponding general moral rules come apart. 
Though they may endorse proposals to prioritize more over less socially 
beneficial people in one-off cases, they refrain from endorsing the cor
responding general rule. This has important implications for moral 
psychology. 

As discussed, Bostyn et al. (2018) have shown that people’s behavior 
in hypothetical moral dilemmas does not predict their behavior in cor
responding real dilemmas. (Plunkett and Greene (2019) have challenged 
that claim.) Based on this finding, they argue that psychological research 
about hypothetical moral dilemmas does not predict behavior in the real 
world. However, as discussed, decisions in hypothetical cases and de
cisions about general rules both typically have an abstract level of 
construal. And indeed, our findings suggest that people may be more 
deontological about general rules than about concrete one-off decisions, 
just like they are more deontological in hypothetical moral dilemmas 
than in concrete moral dilemmas. Therefore, it may be that studies of 
hypothetical decisions do predict real-world decisions after all, albeit 
decisions concerning general rules (rather than concrete one-off 
decisions). 

The fact that people take a different view on deontological con
straints with respect to general rules and one-off decisions is all the more 
important considering that much of our behavior is governed by rules in 
modern society. This is especially true of government staff: e.g., those 
employed in the public provision of health-care. They typically do not 
have discretion to act according to their own conscience, being instead 
required to follow existing laws and guidelines. Hence, the finding that 
people tend to be more deontological when deciding on general laws and 
guidelines points to the potential for an important mismatch between 
the moral judgments of those who set the rules and those who must act 
in accordance with them in concrete scenarios. 

Another implication of our findings is that the framing of a general 
rule or policy can affect people’s intuitions. Discussing precedents or 
other concrete real-world examples in the context of general rules could 
sway people in a consequentialist direction. Such precedents make 
people focus more on outcomes and less on deontological moral prin
ciples. In the same vein, our findings suggest that legal systems that rely 
to a greater extent on precedent and case law, as in the common law 
tradition characteristic of the English legal system, should be more 
consequentialist than legal systems that emphasize codified statutes, as 
in the civil law tradition common in continental Europe. 

Our findings thus relate to an on-going discussion among moral 
philosophers concerning the place of rules in moral thinking and the 
methodological significance to be attached to verdicts about particular 
cases versus abstract principles. Philosophers in the utilitarian tradition 
have tended to place significant weight on the apparent self-evidence of 
abstract consequentialist principles, downplaying intuitive verdicts 
about particular cases as likely to be tainted by biases (Greene, 2008; 
Huemer, 2008; Sidgwick, 1874; Singer, 2005). Greene (2008) writes: “I 
have often observed that consequentialism strikes students as appealing, 
even as tautologically true, when presented in the abstract, but that its 
appeal is easily undermined by specific counterexamples.” (65) Horne, 
Powell, and Hummel (2015) provide empirical evidence for this phe
nomenon. The results of our studies are striking in that they seem to 
illustrate the opposite pattern. 
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