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ABSTRACT

Is everyone equally justified in blaming another’s moral transgression? Across five studies (four
pre-registered; total N = 1,316 American participants), we investigated the perception ofmoral
standing to blame—the appropriateness and legitimacy for someone to blame a moral
wrongdoing. We propose and provide evidence for a moral commitment hypothesis—a
blamer is perceived to have low moral standing to blame a moral transgressor if the blamer
demonstrates weak commitment to that moral rule. As hypothesized, we found that when
blamers did not have the chance or relevant experience to demonstrate good commitment to a
moral rule, participants generally believed that they had high moral standing to blame.
However, when a blamer demonstrated bad commitment to a moral rule in their past
behaviors, participants consistently granted the blamer low moral standing to blame. Low
moral standing to blame was generally associated with perceiving the blame to be less
effective and less likely to be accepted. Moreover, indirectly demonstrating moral
commitment, such as acknowledging one’s past wrongdoing and feeling/expressing guilt,
modestly restored moral standing to blame. Our studies demonstrate moral commitment as
a key mechanism for determining moral standing to blame and emphasize the importance
of considering a blamer’s moral standing as a crucial factor in fully understanding the
psychology of blame.

INTRODUCTION

Blame is an important mechanism for maintaining successful cooperation and functioning in
societies (Malle et al., 2013, 2022; Sher, 2006; Tognazzini & Coates, 2024). It is commonly
defined as a speech-act1 designed to morally condemn other agents (individuals, groups, cor-
porations, etc.), with the aim of calling out behaviors and/or attitudes that violate certain moral
norms and thereby enforcing these norms (Brunning & Milam, 2018; Mason, 2019; Sher,
2006; Tognazzini & Coates, 2024). As such, blame typically involves three elements—the tar-
get of the blame (i.e., blamee), the behavior (broadly construed, including but not limited to,
an action, omission, attitude, and emotion) of the blamee that violates the moral norm in ques-
tion, and a blamer who does the blaming. Extensive psychological research and theory on
blame has revealed how various characteristics and actions of the blamee justify the

1 While we recognize that blame has been conceptualized in various ways across philosophical
traditions—including as a mental act or inner attitude (e.g., Scanlon, 2008; Strawson, 2008)—a comprehensive
examination of these differing views lies beyond the scope of this paper. In the present paper, we conceptual-
ized and operationalized blame as a speech act.
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appropriateness of blame (Anderson et al., 2020; Malle, 2021; Malle et al., 2014, 2022). How-
ever, this literature remains relatively silent regarding the conditions of the blamer that are
relevant to the moral status, effectiveness, and reception of the blame. Does everyone have
equal legitimacy to blame an instance of a moral violation? Do we view some people as
having less moral standing to blame than others? In this paper, we systematically examine per-
ceptions of moral standing to blame and demonstrate that an individual’s moral commitment is
a key mechanism underlying an individual’s moral standing to blame others.

Moral Standing to Blame and Related Concepts

Evaluating an instance of blame is different from evaluating blameworthiness, with the latter
having been extensively studied in social psychology and philosophy (Malle, 2021; Mason,
2019; Scanlon, 2008; Sher, 2006; Smith, 2007; Wallace, 2010). In an act of blame, the blamer
“must demand uptake from the addressee” (i.e., blamee) (Lippert-Rasmussen, 2023). In other
words, by blaming the blamee, the blamer requires the blamee to take the blame seriously and
to conform to it, usually against the blamee’s own will or wish. Therefore, moral authority of
some sort would be expected of the blamer. In the philosophical literature, the moral authority
expected of the blamer in order for their blame to be taken seriously by the blamee is termed
moral standing to blame (Lippert-Rasmussen, 2023; Todd, 2019).

Relevant to but distinct from the concept of moral standing, past research has examined the
concept of psychological standing (Effron & Miller, 2015; Miller & Effron, 2010; Oc &
Kouchaki, 2024), focusing on how an agent’s psychological characteristics, such as their
social identities and past suffering affect their legitimacy to speak up and take actions for cer-
tain issues. For example, citizens of a country are perceived to be more appropriate and legit-
imate critics of the country’s policies and history than non-citizens (Hornsey & Imani, 2004).
People who are negatively impacted by a policy and suffer from it have more psychological
standing to criticize and protest against it (Effron & Miller, 2015; Ratner & Miller, 2001).

In contrast to this line of research, our focus here is on moral standing to blame
(Lippert-Rasmussen, 2023; Todd, 2019). While both psychological standing and moral
standing concern issues of legitimacy, psychological standing emphasizes psychological
characteristics—such as identities and experiences of suffering—as sources of perceived
legitimacy. In contrast, moral standing centers on relevant moral characteristics, including
moral knowledge, behaviors, and experiences, as the basis for legitimacy. Compared with
social identities and past suffering, moral standing may have greater potential for voluntary
changes and improvement, yet it remains underexplored in the literature. Therefore, by
investigating moral standing to blame, we can broaden the scope of empirical research
on sources of standing and legitimacy.

Does Everyone Have Equal Standing to Blame?

At first sight it may seem clear that when evaluating an instance of blame, one should only
consider the content of the blame (i.e., factual accuracy, appropriate degree), rather than any
facts about the blamer. After all, if a certain act of blame accurately and appropriately points
out a violation of common moral rules and norms, then all instances of said blame should be
equally valid, and the blamee should have an equal obligation to accept the blame, regardless
of who delivers it. In certain non-moral domains, the evaluation of the product of an agent can
(or even should) be completely detached from the agent. For example, in peerreview processes
of a scientific manuscript, the identity of the authors is often redacted. Even when the
reviewers know the identity of the authors, they are not supposed to be influenced by such

OPEN MIND: Discoveries in Cognitive Science 139

On the Perception of Moral Standing to Blame Ghezae, Yang, Yu

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://direct.m

it.edu/opm
i/article-pdf/doi/10.1162/opm

i_a_00185/2498833/opm
i_a_00185.pdf by U

niversity of C
hicago user on 25 January 2025



information. The object of evaluation in this case is the merit of the scientific research (i.e., the
product), not the characteristics of the researchers. If the blame process was similar to the
peerreview process, then what would matter would be the content of the blame (i.e., analo-
gous to the scientific merit of a scientific manuscript), rather than the blamer (i.e., analogous to
the identity of the authors of a scientific manuscript).

On the other hand, it has also been theorized that not everyone would have the same stand-
ing to blame. While existing psychology research and theories have largely overlooked how a
blamer’s characteristics may affect their moral standing to blame, recent debates about the
idea of moral standing to blame have been an active area in moral philosophy (Cohen,
2006; Edwards, 2019; Fritz, 2019; Fritz & Miller, 2018, 2019; King, 2020; Lacey & Pickard,
2021; Leibowitz, 2016; Lippert-Rasmussen, 2013, 2020; Piovarchy, 2020; Roadevin, 2018;
Rossi, 2021; Statman, 2023; Todd, 2019). For example, such work has highlighted various
scenarios in which “a speaker is ‘not in a position to’ lodge a certain moral criticism against
another, in spite of the fact that the criticism is accurate and correct” (Dworkin, 2000, p. 184).
Additional work has argued that merely uttering valid moral statements is insufficient for a
moral criticism to be effective; the efficacy of blame also hinges on certain facts about the
blamer that are relevant to its success (Cohen, 2006; Leibowitz, 2016). For example, it is legit-
imate for an individual to take a piece of moral advice (e.g., paying carbon taxes, donating to
effective charities, practicing veganism) less seriously if the individual knows that the person
who gives the advice does not practice what they preach (Leibowitz, 2016; Statman, 2023).
Despite the extensive philosophical theorizing on this topic, there lacks analogous empirical
work exploring these perceptions and, as such, it remains unknown whether laypeople’s moral
judgments are consistent with these perspectives.

Moral Commitment as a Mechanism of Moral Standing to Blame

Based on the philosophical theorizing summarized above, our primary hypothesis is whether a
blamer having strong moral commitment to a moral rule is a critical mechanism for the per-
ception of the blamer’s moral standing to blame (moral commitment hypothesis). By moral
commitment, we primarily refer to someone’s commitment demonstrated in their outward
behaviors and expressed attitudes.

One direct indicator for such commitment is previous behavior of the blamer—it seems
inappropriate for a blamer to blame someone else for a wrongdoing that they themselves have
committed. Indeed, a large volume of philosophical debates on moral standing to blame has
focused on this condition (e.g., Darwall, 2006; Lippert-Rasmussen, 2023; Radzik, 2011; Todd,
2019). Blaming someone else for a wrongdoing that one has committed in the past is also a
prototypical case of moral hypocrisy. Extensive research has demonstrated that people dislike
hypocrites (Barden et al., 2005; Effron & Miller, 2015; Yu et al., 2022) who falsely signal moral
superiority that they do not deserve ( Jordan et al., 2017). However, little research has inves-
tigated how hypocrisy may affect a blamer’s standing to blame. Disliking hypocrites does not
necessarily mean that one must disregard their advice if the advice is factually accurate and
helpful. For example, one need not dismiss a doctor’s diagnosis or prescription on the grounds
of the doctor’s likability. The question is, assuming that the content of the blame is factually
accurate, do people perceive the blame from a hypocritical blamer as less legitimate, and
therefore feel more justified to dismiss it?

If moral commitment matters for a blamer’s moral standing to blame, it would also be infor-
mative to know whether only committing the same moral violations as the blamee affects the
blamer’s moral standing. Committing a qualitatively different but equally severe moral
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violation as the blamee, for example, may lead both the blamee and the observer to question
the moral character and motives of the blamer (Brambilla et al., 2021; Luttrell et al., 2022;
Siegel et al., 2018) and to suspect that the blamer would commit the same moral wrongdoing
as the blamee if given the chance. Therefore, we hypothesized that the severity of the moral
violation matters more than the type of the moral violation—violating a different moral rule as
the blamee would reduce the blamer’s moral standing to blame, as long as the blamer’s moral
violation is morally equally bad and severe as the blamee’s (the severity hypothesis).

We also acknowledge that, in reality, almost everyone has committed some wrongdoing at
some point in their life. If past wrongdoing indeed reduces a blamer’s moral standing to blame,
it would be theoretically and practically important to understand the mechanisms through
which past moral wrongdoers could regain their standing to blame others. Without such a
mechanism, our social and moral interactions would be unimaginable because hardly anyone
would have the moral standing to blame others (Bell, 2013). Conceivably, indirect ways to
demonstrate moral commitment to the moral rule, such as acknowledging one’s past wrong-
doing and feeling guilt might help the blamer to regain moral standing (i.e., the regaining
standing hypothesis).

Moral Knowledge as a Potential Modulator

In real life, a blamer may blame moral violations that may or may not apply to himself or
herself. When the moral rule applies to the blamer, moral commitment could be inferred from
relevant past behaviors of the blamer. However, when the moral rule does not apply to the
blamer, evaluating the moral commitment of the blamer would not be straightforward. In non-
moral domains, such as doctors giving medical advice, the doctors themselves may not have
the illness they provide advice for, but they have good standing to give advice based on their
medical knowledge and credentials (derived from relevant education and experience). Is it
possible that the perception of moral standing to blame may also be influenced by the percep-
tion of the blamer’s moral knowledge and experience? As a secondary goal of the present
research, we aimed to test the hypothesis that moral knowledge and experience related to a
moral rule influences a blamer’s moral standing to blame, especially when the moral rule is
not directly applicable to the blamer (the moral knowledge/experience hypothesis).

The Present Research

Our research aimed to examine the mechanisms and effects of moral standing to blame. In
particular, we focused on the blamer’s moral commitment to the moral rule as a key mecha-
nism, especially when the moral rule directly applies to the blamer. We also explore whether
the blamee and observers may want to know if the blamer has the necessary moral knowledge
or experience to have the authority to comment on this issue, in instances where the moral rule
does not apply to the blamer.

In five studies (four pre-registered), we investigated the effects of a blamer’s commitment to
a moral rule on the perception of moral standing to blame. In four of these studies, the blamer’s
moral knowledge/experience with regard to the moral issues they blame others for also varied.
In Study 1, we developed and validated a measure of the perception of moral standing to
blame and examined the joint effects of blamer’s moral commitment and relevant moral
knowledge/experience on the perception of their moral standing to blame. Studies 2 and 3
directly examined the causal effects of blamer’s relevant moral knowledge/experience on their
moral standing to blame by manipulating whether the blamer has faced the same moral issues
that they blame the blamee for violating. The two studies differed in terms of the moral issues
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involved—while Study 2 adopted moral issues that are straightforward (e.g., cheating on one’s
romantic partner), Study 3 adopted more complicated issues (e.g., stealing to feed one’s family
members). Study 4 more closely compared moral standing, standing derived from the blamer’s
moral characteristics (e.g., past moral behaviors, moral beliefs, etc.), with psychological stand-
ing, standing based on a blamer’s social identity or group membership (e.g., being a vegan).
Finally, Study 5 tested the hypothesis that addressing one’s past wrongdoing, by acknowledg-
ing it and feeling guilty about it, would help a blamer to restore moral standing to blame others
for the same wrongdoing.

All the studies adopted a between-subject design, where participants were randomly assigned
to one of several conditions. Except for Study 1, the experimental protocols were preregistered.
All cell sizes were larger than 50, which aligns with the recommendation by statisticians
(Simmons et al., 2013). Data, analysis codes, and study materials for all studies are available
at the OSF link: https://osf.io/68we2/.

STUDY 1

As an initial exploration, our primary goals of Study 1 were to (1) develop a measure of moral
standing to blame, (2) investigate the effects of a blamer’s demonstrated (lack of ) moral com-
mitment to a moral rule and blamer’s experience/knowledge of the moral rule on (2a)
observers’ perceptions of the blamer’s moral standing to blame and (2b) the effectiveness
and consequences of the blame. Based on the philosophical conjectures of the antecedents
and consequences of moral standing to blame (Fritz & Miller, 2018, 2019; Todd, 2019;
Tognazzini & Coates, 2024; Wallace, 2010), we hypothesized that: (1) the blamer’s demon-
strated moral commitment to the moral rule they blame others for violating will have a positive
impact on the perceived moral standing to blame (i.e., the moral commitment hypothesis); (2)
as long as the blamer’s past wrongdoing is comparable to the blamee’s wrongdoing in severity
(i.e., blameworthiness), whether the blamer violated the same or a different moral rule as the
blamee will not matter for the perception of the blamer’s moral standing to blame (i.e., the
severity hypothesis).

Materials and Methods

Participants. We recruited participants online using Prolific Academic (https://prolific.co/) for
all the studies reported in this paper. A sensitivity power analysis indicated that to detect a
medium effect (f = 0.25) in ANOVA with 95% power, we needed a total sample of 210 par-
ticipants (roughly 53 for each group). Two hundred twenty-eight participants were recruited,
15 of whom were excluded due to failing our attention check questions, leaving us with a final
sample of 213 participants (122 or 57.3% were females, Mage = 31.4, SDage = 11.2). Here and
in the subsequent studies, we also measured participants’ socioeconomic status using the
standard ladder scale (Adler et al., 2000).

Experimental Design and Materials. To test these predictions, we presented participants with
vignettes and asked them to evaluate target characters in the vignettes. We operationalized
rule relevance through membership in a particular social role or occupation; those who
belonged to the same social role/occupation were considered to be governed by the same
moral rule. In a 2 × 2 between-subjects design, we manipulated the blamer’s past moral
behavior (immoral vs. morally neutral) and whether or not the blamer had the same social role
as the blamee they blamed.

Participants were asked to read a short story about two individuals. Each vignette had one
individual commit a moral transgression that was related to their social role (e.g., a chef who
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carelessly fails to abide by a customer’s specific request on an order thus causing outrage). The
individual who committed the moral transgression (i.e., blamee) always received blame from
the other individual in the vignette (i.e., blamer). To illustrate the experimental design, we pres-
ent the four versions of a vignette we used. The complete vignettes can be found in the
Supplementary Materials. Here, the blamee is a chef who ignores a customer’s order as
requested:

Ryan is a chef at a popular restaurant when, one night, a customer orders the restaurant’s
signature dish. The customer requests that the dish is made with very little salt. As Ryan
prepares the dish, he pays no attention to the amount of salt he puts into the dish because
he usually doesn’t care much for the specific requests of customers. Ryan finishes making
the dish with much more salt than the customer requested. Almost immediately after con-
suming the food, the customer becomes angry and makes a huge complaint to the manager
of the restaurant.

In the Immoral-Same role condition, the vignette continued,

The following day, Ryan recounts the story to Derek who is also a chef at the same restau-
rant. Derek has made the same mistake in the past where he carelessly failed to follow the
specific request of a customer and made the customer upset.

In the Neutral-Same role condition, the vignette instead continued,

The following day, Ryan recounts the story to Derek who is also a chef at the same restau-
rant. Derek recalls once having received a similar request in the past. Furthermore, Derek
remembers working carefully to ensure that the dish did not contain a lot of salt so that the
customer would be satisfied.

In the two Different role conditions, the blamer is the headwaiter at the same restaurant, who
is either always rude towards customers (Immoral condition) or works hard to make sure
customers are satisfied (Neutral condition). All the four version then end with the blamer
blaming the blamee:

During their conversation, Derek instantly blames Ryan for not caring enough about the
customer which he claims is a basic requirement for being a chef.

Each participant was presented with one of the four conditions and were then asked to com-
plete our set of measures.

Measures

Moral Standing to Blame. Since there is no existing empirical study on moral standing to blame,
we developed a measurement of this concept by compiling a list of phrases that authors used
to refer to it in philosophical literature. Specifically, participants evaluated the following five
items on a continuous slider scale (0 = not at all, 100 = extremely):

• To what extent do you think it is legitimate for [blamer’s name] to blame [blamee’s
name]?

• To what extent do you think it is appropriate for [blamer’s name] to blame [blamee’s
name]?
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• To what extent do you think [blamer’s name] is the right person to blame [blamee’s
name]?

• To what extent do you think [blamer’s name] is in the position to blame [blamee’s
name]?2

• To what extent do you think the relationship between [blamer’s name] and [blamee’s
name] makes it [blamer’s name]’s business to blame Ryan?

Internal reliability for these items was good overall (Cronbach’s α = 0.89). Cronbach’s α for
separate conditions were good for three conditions (Cronbach’s α between 0.86 and 0.90) and
acceptable for one condition (α = 0.66). In the following analysis, we averaged these items
into one composite score of moral standing to blame.

Effectiveness of Blame. Participants were asked to rate how effective they perceived the blame
to be. Specifically, participants evaluated the two items on a continuous slider (0 = not at all,
100 = extremely):

• How effective could [blamer’s name] blame towards [blamee’s name] be?
• How convincing could [blamer’s name] blame towards [blamee’s name] be?

Since these two items had good reliability across all four conditions (Spearman-Brown coef-
ficient was used since there were only two items (Eisinga et al., 2013); overall r = 0.86, r for
each condition ranged between 0.78 and 0.89), we averaged these two items together as one
measure for the perceived effectiveness of blame.

Acceptance of Blame. Participants were asked to indicate how much they would accept the
blame if they were the blamee in the scenario. For this item, participants were asked, “If
you were [blamee’s name], to what extent would you accept [blamer’s name] blame?” Partic-
ipants answered this item using a continuous slider (0 = not at all, 100 = completely).

Improvement. Participants were asked to indicate how much they think themselves would
improve their behaviors after hearing the blamer’s blame if they were the blamee in the sce-
nario. For this item, participants were asked, “If you were [blamee’s name], how likely would
you do better the next time you have the opportunity to [avoid described moral transgres-
sion]?” Participants answered this item using a continuous slider (0 = not at all, 100 =
extremely).

Self-Conscious Emotions. Participants were asked to indicate their perceived self-conscious
emotions if they were the blamee in the scenario. Specifically, they were asked, “If you were
[blamee’s name], to what extent would [blamer’s name] make you feel the following emotions
for [committing the described moral transgression]?” Participants used a continuous slider
scale to rate five possible emotions: guilty, remorseful, anxious, ashamed, and embarrassed
(0 = not at all, 100 = extremely). There was high internal reliability between the responses
for each emotion across all four conditions (Cronbach’s α between 0.86 and 0.91) so we aver-
aged these items into one composite score for self-conscious emotions.

For the following studies, we reused all the same measures for the dependent variables
listed in Study 1.

2 As an anonymous reviewer pointed out, the phrase “in a position to blame” seems more appropriate gram-
matically. Future research adopting these measures should make adjustments to the wording accordingly.
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Results

Manipulation Checks and Preliminary Analysis. To validate our manipulation of blamer’s past
moral behavior and the blamer’s role/occupation, we included two manipulation check
questions—to what extend the blamer does a good job in their own role, and to what extend
the blamer is expected to perform the blamee’s job well. We expected that the participants
assigned to the morally neutral conditions should report higher value for the first question than
the participants assigned to the morally problematic conditions. Similarly, we expected that
the participants assigned to the same role conditions should reported higher value for the
second question than the participants assigned to the different role conditions. Both effects
were significant as we expected (F(1, 208) = 169.90, p < 0.001 for the former, F(1, 208) =
52.08, p < 0.001 for the latter). These results indicated that the manipulations of blamer’s past
moral behavior and the blamer’s role were successful.

The blamee’s behavior was seen more as a matter of morality than a matter of ability across
all four conditions (M ± SE = −19.85 ± 2.23, where −50 = A matter of morality, 50 = A matter
of ability). The blamee’s behavior was perceived to be morally blameworthy across all the four
conditions (mean blameworthiness rating ranged from 77 to 87 on a scale of 0–100, where
100 = extremely blameworthy). These results confirmed that our participants did perceive the
blamee’s behavior as a violation of morality. There was no significant difference in blamewor-
thiness judgments across conditions (F(3, 209) = 2.29, p = 0.079), indicating that the differ-
ences in our interested variables (e.g., moral standing to blame, effectiveness of blame etc.)
across conditions could not be attributed to differences in the blameworthiness of the blamee’s
behavior. Similarly, the blamee was perceived to not fulfill the responsibility required by their
role (mean fulfillment rating ranges from 21 to 28 on a scale of 0–100, where 0 = not at all).
Again, there was no significant difference in fulfillment judgments across conditions (F(3, 209) =
1.06, p = 0.366).

Moral Standing to Blame. To address the moral commitment hypothesis, we ran a linear model
to examine the effect of blamer’s moral commitment on the perception of the blamer’s moral
standing to blame (Figure 1A). This model only included the Same role conditions because the
moral commitment hypothesis is specifically about the blamer who demonstrates good or bad
commitment to the same moral rule that the blamer blames others for violating. In this model,
the composite score of moral standing to blame was treated as the dependent variable, the
blamer’s moral commitment to the moral rule (good vs. bad) was included as a predictor.
We also included participants age, gender, and socioeconomic status as covariates (excluding
these covariates does not change the statistical results; Table S1). Supporting the moral com-
mitment hypothesis, when the blamer demonstrated bad moral commitment to the same moral
rule that they blamed the blamee for, the blamer was perceived to have lower moral standing
to blame than when the blamer demonstrated good moral commitment to that rule (B =
−29.69 ± 4.16, b = −1.15, t = −7.15, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [−37.93, −21.45]).

To test the severity hypothesis, we ran another linear model where we included all the four
conditions. Again, the composite score of moral standing to blame was treated as the depen-
dent variable. In this model, we included the main effect of type of rule (i.e., same vs. different
moral rule) as the predictor. If the severity hypothesis is correct, then the main effect of type of
rule should not be significant. This is indeed what we found: the main effect of type of rule was
negligible (B = 1.74 ± 3.40, b = 0.07, t = 0.511, p = 0.610, 95% CI = [−4.96, 8.43]).

To more directly compare the effect size of the moral commitment factor (good vs. bad) and
the type of rule factor (same vs. different moral rule), we ran a third model, which also
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included all four conditions. In this model, we included the main effect of commitment as the
predictor. This model revealed a significant and large main effect of commitment, such that the
blamer who demonstrated bad moral commitment in their past behavior, regardless of the type
of moral rule, was perceived to have lower moral standing to blame than the blamer who
demonstrated good moral commitment (B = −23.91 ± 2.97, b = −0.98, t = −8.05, p <
0.001, 95% CI = [−29.76, −18.05]). The confidence interval of the main effect of commitment
had no overlap with that of the main effect of the type of rule, indicating that the former effect
is stronger than the latter. This comparison lent further support for the severity hypothesis,
namely, as long as the blameworthiness of the blamer’s past wrongdoing is comparable to that
of the blamee’s, whether the blamer violates the same or different moral rule as the blamee
does not matter too much for the perception of the blamer’s moral standing to blame.

We next explore if there was interaction between the two factors. In the fourth model, we
included both the main effect of commitment and type of rule, and their interaction as the
predictors. This model revealed a small but significant interaction effect (B = 11.84 ± 5.84,
b = 0.49, t = 2.03, p = 0.044, 95% CI = [0.32, 23.35]). This interaction indicated a small
moderation of the type of rule on the effect of commitment, such that blamer’s good versus
bad moral commitment to a different rule, while still matter a lot for the perception of the
blamer’s moral standing to blame (B = 17.71 ± 4.28, b = 0.789, t = 4.14, p < 0.001, 95%
CI = [9.22, 26.21]), has a relatively smaller effect compared with blamer’s good versus bad
moral commitment to the same rule (Figure 1A). Including the blameworthiness of the
blamee’s behavior did not change the patterns of the results (Table S2).

Effectiveness of Blame. We next examined the effects of blamer’s moral past and role on the
perceived effectiveness of blame (Figure 1B). Not surprisingly and in line with philosophical
conjectures (Tognazzini & Coates, 2024), blame from a blamer who demonstrated good moral

Figure 1. Results of Study 1. Primary dependent variables as a function of the moral commitment factor and the type of rule factor.
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commitment was perceived to be more effective than blame from a blamer who demonstrated
bad moral commitment (B = 13.88 ± 4.52, b = 0.57, t = 3.07, p = 0.002, 95% CI = [4.96,
22.79]). Similar to the pattern of moral standing to blame, the type of rule had no impact
on the perception of the effectiveness of the blame (B = −2.00 ± 4.45, b = −0.08, t =
−0.45, p = 0.654, 95% CI = [−10.77, 6.77]). The interaction between the two factors was
not significant (B = 8.91 ± 6.25, b = 0.36, t = 1.43, p = 0.155, 95% CI = [−3.40, 21.23]).

Consequences of Blame. The blame from a blamer who demonstrated good moral commitment
was more likely to be accepted by the blamee than the blame from a blamer who demon-
strated bad moral commitment (B = 15.85 ± 5.53, b = 0.57, t = 2.87, p = 0.005, 95% CI =
[4.95, 26.76]) (Figure 1C), and tended to elicit stronger self-conscious emotions (e.g., guilt,
shame, embarrassment) in the blamee (B = 8.31 ± 4.17, b = 0.40, t = 1.99, p = 0.048, 95%
CI = [0.09, 16.53]) (Figure 1E). Neither the main effect of type of rule, nor the interaction
between type of rule and commitment was significant. Our manipulations had no significant
effect on blamee’s willingness for behavioral improvement (Figure 1D).

Discussion

In Study 1, we examined the effects of a blamer’s commitment to the same or a different moral
rule as the one they blame the blamee for violating on the perception of the blamer’s moral
standing to blame. We first showed that our measures of moral standing to blame had good
internal reliability, which laid the foundation for the following studies and for future research
on this topic. Not surprisingly, observers judged the blamer who committed similar wrongdo-
ings as the blamee to have less standing to blame the blamee, even when the blamee was
objectively blameworthy, supporting the philosophical conjecture that there is more to an
act of blame than the blamee and the condemned behavior (Fritz & Miller, 2018; Roadevin,
2018; Todd, 2019; Tognazzini & Coates, 2024; Wallace, 2010); the moral commitment of the
blamer also matters for important aspects of the act of blame such as the reception of the
blame and its consequences. Interestingly, whether the blamer demonstrates bad commitment
to the same or different rule than the one that they blame the blamee for violating does not
matter too much for the perception of their moral standing to blame.

STUDY 2

Study 1 initially explored the conceptual landscape of moral standing to blame and the moral
consequences of a standingless blame. The key finding from Study 1 is that blamer’s good
versus bad moral commitment has a strong effect on the perception of their moral standing
to blame. In Study 2 and Study 3, we further investigated a nuanced question—what is
observers’ default assumption about a blamer’s moral standing to blame, when the blamer
has not had a chance to explicitly demonstrate their commitment to a given moral rule? Do
blamers need to earn moral standing to blame by actively demonstrating good commitment to
the moral rule, or do they just lose moral standing to blame by actively demonstrating bad
commitment? Does the nature of the moral issue in question (e.g., straightforward vs. compli-
cated) matter? With regard to the last question, moral knowledge and experience with a moral
issue may be relevant. Individuals may share some universal moral knowledge (e.g.,
harm/care; cf. Graham et al., 2013), but specific moral knowledge could not be easily gained
without relevant past experience (Levine & Moreland, 1994; Moreland & Levine, 1982; Pinto
et al., 2010).

We manipulated whether the blamer has faced the same moral issue as the blamee. Spe-
cifically, in Study 2, the blamed behavior occurred in a certain relationship (e.g., between
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romantic partners or between a pet owner and their pet). We manipulated whether the blamer
has the same social relationship in which the blamee’s blameworthy behaviors occurred. The
blamer who does not have the said social relationship thus has not had the chance to actively
demonstrate their commitment to the moral rule they blame the blamee for violating (No expe-
rience blamer hereafter). For the blamer who has the said social relationship, they either dem-
onstrate good or bad commitment to the moral rule they blame the blamee for violating (Good
blamer and Bad blamer hereafter). Based on the moral knowledge/experience hypothesis, we
predicted that the No experience blamer would have some degree of moral standing between
the Good blamer and the Bad blamer.

Materials and Methods

Participants. We recruited participants online using Prolific Academic. A priori power analysis
indicated that we would need at least 69 participants per condition to detect a medium effect
(f = 0.25) for the main effect of a one-way ANOVAwith a power (1 − β) of 0.9 (α = 0.05). As we
pre-registered (https://aspredicted.org/5SZ_RHY), two hundred twenty participants were
recruited from Prolific, nine of whom were excluded due to failure in the attention check
questions, leaving a final sample of 211 participants (115 or 54.5% females, Mage = 32.57,
SDage = 12.40).

Experimental Design and Materials. This study adopted a 3-level between-subjects design. Two
independent vignettes were created, each with three versions corresponding to the three
experimental conditions (Good blamer, Bad blamer, and No experience blamer). This was
to rule out the possibility that condition-induced effects were driven by any idiosyncratic fea-
tures of any given vignette. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the six scenarios.
The complete vignettes can be found in the Supplementary Materials.

Participants were asked to read a short vignette about two individuals. Within each
vignette, the blamee explains that they committed a moral transgression for which the blamer
blames them for. As an example, here are the full vignettes for each condition where the
blamee is someone who has hurt their pet out of frustration. All the three versions (condition)
start with the following background information:

James andMark are coworkers at the mall. During one of their breaks,Mark tells James that
he will sometimes hit his pet dog out of frustration when it doesn’t listen and becomes
annoying.

Then the Good blamer condition continues:

James, who never hits his own dog when it misbehaves, blames Mark for what Mark has
done.

The Bad blamer condition continues:

James, who sometimes hits his own dog when it misbehaves, blames Mark for what Mark
has done.

Finally, the No experience blamer condition continues:

James, who doesn’t own a dog himself, blames Mark for what Mark has done.
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Results

Preliminary Analysis. The blamee’s behavior was perceived to be quite blameworthy across all
the three conditions (mean blameworthiness rating ranges between 84 and 90 on a slider scale
of 0–100, where 0 = not at all blameworthy, 100 = extremely blameworthy). There was no sig-
nificant difference in blameworthiness judgments across conditions (F(2, 208) = 1.25, p =
0.288). The blamee’s behavior was perceived to be very much a matter of morality (mean rating
ranges between 79 and 82 on a scale of 0–100, where 100 = very much a matter of morality).
Again, there was no significant difference across conditions (F(2, 207) = 0.190, p = 0.827).

Moral Standing to Blame. We carried out the pre-registered linear regression analysis with the
composite moral standing score as the dependent variable and blamer condition as the key
independent variable (i.e., fixed-effect predictor). Vignette version was included as a random
intercept. We believe that the content of the vignettes (e.g., someone cheating on their roman-
tic partner vs. someone mistreating their pets) should not have a meaningful or systematic
impact on the pattern of the results. In other words, the effects of the experimental manipula-
tion (e.g., blamer’s commitment etc.), which was included as a fixed-effect predictor, should
generalize across different idiosyncratic situations. By including vignette version as a random
effect, we would be more confident that significant fixed effects are more generalizable.

We also included the blameworthiness of the blamee’s behavior and participants’ demo-
graphics (i.e., age, gender, socioeconomic status) as covariates. Excluding the demographic
covariates did not change the pattern of results (Table S1). We found that the main effect of
blamer condition was significant, such that the Bad blamer had the lowest perceived moral
standing to blame (B = −43.61 ± 4.80, b = −1.38, t = −9.08, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [−53.14,
−34.08] relative to the No experience blamer; B = −49.33 ± 4.90, b = −1.56, t = −10.06, p <
0.001, 95% CI = [−59.06, −39.60] relative to the Good blamer). Although, as we predicted,
the No experience blamer was perceived to have lower moral standing to blame than the
Good blamer, the difference was not statistically significant (B = −5.72 ± 5.38, b = −0.18,
t = −1.06, p = 0.290, 95% CI = [−16.40, 4.96]; Figure 2A). This indicates that observers seem
to assume that everyone has the moral standing to blame an obvious, uncontroversial blame-
worthy behavior, until the blamer actively demonstrates bad commitment to the moral rule.

Effectiveness and Consequences of Blame. The effectiveness of blame, acceptance of the blame,
willingness to improve, and self-conscious emotions elicited by the blame all showed a similar
pattern as the standing to blame score (Figures 2B–E). While the blame from the Bad blamer
was always perceived to be less effective, less accepted, elicited less willingness to improve,
and less self-conscious emotions than the blame from the Good blamer, the No experience
blamer was in between the Good blamer and Bad blamer conditions. Similar to the results
of moral standing to blame, the Good blamer’s blame showed no significant difference com-
pared with the No experience blamer’s blame on these dimensions either (see Table 1 for
detailed statistics).

Discussion

Some philosophers argue that having faced the same moral dilemma or temptations, and
indeed having committed a wrongdoing in those situations, provides the blamer with first-
hand experiences of what is involved in those moral choices and what it means to err in those
situations (Bell, 2013). Accordingly, these blamers should be more knowledgeable and com-
petent when criticizing and blaming others for the same moral failure. In that sense, those who
have faced the same moral issue may have privileged access to a specific area of moral

OPEN MIND: Discoveries in Cognitive Science 149

On the Perception of Moral Standing to Blame Ghezae, Yang, Yu

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://direct.m

it.edu/opm
i/article-pdf/doi/10.1162/opm

i_a_00185/2498833/opm
i_a_00185.pdf by U

niversity of C
hicago user on 25 January 2025

https://doi.org/10.1162/opmi_a_00185


knowledge, thereby having more moral standing to blame others’ failure in that domain. How-
ever, our findings did not support the conjecture that moral knowledge about a particular issue
contributes significantly to the perception of moral standing (it is a separate issue whether a
blamer’s moral knowledge should be a factor of the blamer’s moral standing in normative

Figure 2. Results of Study 2. Primary dependent variables as function of blamer’s experience with the moral rule that they blame the blamee for.

Table 1. Results of regression models regarding effectiveness and consequences of blame (Study 2)

Model Coefficient B (SE ) 95% CI of B Standardized coefficient b t-value

Effectiveness

Bad vs. No experience −21.44 (4.64) [−30.60, −12.29] −0.71 −4.61***

Bad vs. Good −27.69 (4.70) [−36.96, −18.42] −0.91 −5.89***

No experience vs. Good −6.26 (4.75) [−15.63, 3.12] −0.21 −1.32

Acceptance

Bad vs. No experience −21.09 (4.79) [−30.53, −11.65] −0.69 −4.41***

Bad vs. Good −27.87 (4.84) [−37.44, −18.32] −0.91 −5.75***

No experience vs. Good −6.79 (4.93) [−16.51, 2.93] −0.22 −1.38

Improvement

Bad vs. No experience −11.04 (4.79) [−20.85, −1.22] −0.36 −2.22*

Bad vs. Good −19.32 (5.04) [−29.26, −9.38] −0.63 −3.83***

No experience vs. Good −8.28 (5.12) [−18.39, 1.82] −0.27 −1.62

Self-conscious emotion

Bad vs. No experience −10.46 (4.14) [−18.61, −2.30] −0.42 −2.53*

Bad vs. Good −15.33 (4.19) [−23.58, −7.07] −0.61 −3.66***

No experience vs. Good −4.89 (4.25) [−13.26, 3.52] −0.19 −1.15

* p < 0.05.

*** p < 0.001.
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sense)—the Bad blamer was perceived to have the lowest moral standing to blame, even lower
than the No experience blamer. It is possible that the moral issues we adopted in this study are
straightforward enough that does not require any sophisticated moral knowledge or direct
experience to understand and comment on. It is also possible that merely having the same
moral experience and violating the same moral rule itself does not automatically confer addi-
tional moral standing to the blamer—how the blamer reacts to their past wrongdoing may
also matter. We will address these possibilities in Study 3 through Study 5.

STUDY 3

Study 2 demonstrates that even when a blamer has no direct experience with the moral issue
in question and has not had a chance to demonstrate either good or bad commitment to the
moral rule, they are still perceived to have the same moral standing to blame as someone who
has demonstrated good commitment. This seems to suggest that moral knowledge and expe-
rience does not matter too much for a blamer’s moral standing to blame. To directly test the
hypothesis in a stronger way, in Study 3 we adopted more complicated and controversial
moral issues, where the judgment of right and wrong is not straightforward. Thus, it would
be more challenging for someone who is privileged to not face such a moral issue to have
moral knowledge or experience to fully understand the intentions, motives, and constraints
that the blamee faces. We hypothesize that having the privilege of not facing the moral issues,
and thus having no direct experience, will dampen the blamer’s standing to blame the blamee.

Materials and Methods

Participants. We recruited participants online using Prolific Academic. We pre-registered a
sample of 70 American participants for each condition, consistent with Study 3 (https://
aspredicted.org/VJ3_Q24). Two hundred and ten participants were recruited, among whom
nine were excluded due to failure in the attention check questions, leaving a final sample
of N = 201 (145 or 72.1% females, Mage = 33.6, SDage = 12.5).

Experimental Design and Materials. As Study 2, this study had a 3-level between-subjects design
where we manipulated whether the blamer had the privilege of not facing the moral issues as the
blamee does (“Privileged”), or faced the same moral issue as the blamee and demonstrated good
(“Good”) or bad (“Bad”) commitment. Two unrelated vignettes were created, each with three ver-
sions corresponding to the three experimental conditions. Participants were randomly assigned to
one of the six scenarios. The complete vignettes can be found in the Supplementary Materials.

The procedure was identical to Study 2. As an example, here are the full vignettes for each
condition where the blamee is someone who is from a low-income family and steals from the
supermarket where he works to support this family. All the three versions (condition) start with
the following background information:

James and Mark are coworkers at a local supermarket. Mark is from a low-income family.
He occasionally does not have enough food to eat. During one of their breaks, Mark tells
James about his dire financial situation and that he sometimes steals from the supermarket
they work at to support his family.

Then the successfully resisting (“Good”) condition continues:

James, who is also from a low-income family similar to Mark’s but has never stolen any-
thing before, blames Mark for stealing from the supermarket.
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The failure (“Bad”) condition continues:

James, who is also from a low-income family similar to Mark’s and has stolen from the
supermarket too, blames Mark for stealing from the supermarket.

Finally, the no experience (“Privileged”) condition continues:

James, who is from a wealthy family and has never stolen anything before, blames Mark for
stealing from the supermarket.

Results

Manipulation Checks. The blamee’s behavior was perceived to be moderately blameworthy
across all the three conditions (mean blameworthiness rating ranges between 45 and 55 on
a scale of 0–100, where 100 = extremely blameworthy). There was no significant difference in
blameworthiness judgments across conditions (F(2, 197) = 2.90, p = 0.067). The blamee’s
behavior was perceived to be somewhat a matter of morality (mean rating ranges between
42 and 55 on a scale of 0–100, where 100 = very much a matter of morality). Again, there
was no significant difference across conditions (F(2, 197) = 2.78, p = 0.064).

Moral Standing to Blame. As in Study 2, we carried out linear regression analysis with the com-
posite moral standing score as the dependent variable, and blamer condition as the key inde-
pendent variable. As pre-registered, we also included the moral evaluation of the blamee’s
behavior and participants’ demographics (i.e., age, gender, socioeconomic status) as covari-
ates. Excluding the demographic variables did not change the pattern of results (Table S1). We
found that the main effect of blamer condition was significant (F (2, 194) = 39.57, p < 0.001),
such that the Bad blamer had the lowest perceived moral standing to blame (B = −25.21 ±
3.64, b = −0.85, t = −6.92, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [−32.26, −18.16] relative to the Privileged
blamer; B = −30.62 ± 3.69, b = −1.03, t = −8.29, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [−37.77, −23.48]
relative to the Good blamer) (Figure 3A). The Good blamer was not perceived to have signif-
icantly more moral standing to blame than the Privileged blamer (B = 5.41 ± 3.68, b = 0.18, t =
1.47, p = 0.143, 95% CI = [−1.71, 12.53]).

Figure 3. Results of Study 3. Primary dependent variables as function of blamer’s experience with the moral rule that they blame the blamee for.
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Did the participants perceive the blamer who has not had a chance to demonstrate their
commitment (i.e., the No experience blamer in Study 2 and the Privileged blamer in Study 3)
to have more similar moral standing as the Bad blamer when the moral issues required more
intricate and sophisticated moral knowledge (Study 3) than when the moral issues were more
common sense (Study 2)? Indeed, in a supplemental study we recruited an independent group
of participants (N = 299) to read the vignettes used in Study 2 and Study 3 and evaluated how
much special knowledge would be needed for someone to appropriately blame the blamee in
each vignette (for details, please see Supplemental Study in Supplementary Materials). We
found that the participants judged that more special moral knowledge and direct experience
would be needed to appropriately blame the blamees in the vignettes adopted in Study 3 than
those in Study 2 (B = 29.38 ± 1.62, b = 1.17, t = 18.19, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [26.21, 32.55]),
even after controlling for the blameworthiness of the blamee’s behaviors in the two studies
(B = 16.13 ± 1.63, b = 0.64, t = 9.90, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [12.99, 19.40]). With this
supportive evidence, we combined data from Study 2 and Study 3, and ran a regression model
with three critical predictors: the main effect of condition (Good blamer vs. No
experience/Privileged blamer), the main effect of study, and the interaction between these
two factors. Participants’ demographic variables and blameworthiness judgment of the blamee
were included as control variables. The interaction between condition and study was signifi-
cant (F(1, 271) = 13.50, p < 0.001; B = 18.84 ± 5.13, b = 0.59, t = 3.67, p < 0.001, 95% CI =
[8.74, 28.93]). Specifically, the moral standing to blame difference between the unknown
commitment blamer condition (i.e., the No experience blamer in Study 2 and the Privileged
blamer in Study 3) and the Bad blamer condition was smaller in Study 3 (B = 25.25 ± 3.69,
95% CI = [17.98, 32.51]) than in Study 2 (B = 44.08 ± 3.61, 95% CI = [36.98, 51.19]). This
finding provides evidence for the role of moral knowledge and experience in the perception
of a blamer’s moral standing to blame, especially when the moral issue in question is
complicated.

Effectiveness and Consequences of Blame. The effectiveness of blame, acceptance of the blame,
willingness to improve, and self-conscious emotions elicited by the blame all showed a similar
pattern as the standing to blame score (Figures 3B–E). While the blame from the Bad blamer
was perceived to be less effective, less accepted, elicited less willingness to improve less least
self-conscious emotions than the blame from the Good blamer, there was no significant dif-
ference in these regards between the Bad and the Privileged blamer, except for willingness to
accept the blame, in which case the Bad blamer was significantly lower than the Privileged
blamer (see Table 2 for statistics). One possibility for the uniqueness of the acceptance mea-
sure is that the other DVs (willingness to improve, self-conscious emotions) are more about
how the blamee reflects on their own moral wrongdoing, and are more detached from their
relationship with the blamer. Therefore, the moral commitment of the blamer may not matter a
lot. In contrast, acceptance of blame and moral standing emphasize the role of the blamer
(e.g., acceptance of blame from this blamer). Future work is needed to empirically test this
speculation.

Of note, when comparing across Study 2 and Study 3, we found that the effectiveness of the
unknown commitment blamer was more similar to the Bad blamer in Study 3 than in Study 2,
as indicated by a significant study-by-condition interaction (F(1, 271) = 7.51, p = 0.007; B =
17.87 ± 6.52, b = 0.59, t = 2.74, p = 0.007, 95% CI = [5.03, 30.72]). Specifically, the effec-
tiveness of blame difference between the unknown commitment blamer condition and the Bad
blamer condition was smaller in Study 3 (B = 5.28 ± 4.70, 95% CI = [−3.96, 14.53]) than in
Study 2 (B = 23.16 ± 4.59, 95% CI = [14.12, 32.20]).

OPEN MIND: Discoveries in Cognitive Science 153

On the Perception of Moral Standing to Blame Ghezae, Yang, Yu

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://direct.m

it.edu/opm
i/article-pdf/doi/10.1162/opm

i_a_00185/2498833/opm
i_a_00185.pdf by U

niversity of C
hicago user on 25 January 2025

https://doi.org/10.1162/opmi_a_00185
https://doi.org/10.1162/opmi_a_00185


Discussion

The significant difference in perceived moral standing to blame between the Good and Bad
blamer conditions once again supports the notion that good moral commitment is crucial for
blamer’s moral standing to blame. Interestingly, even the Privileged blamer’s moral standing to
blame was not significantly lower than the Good blamer, who demonstrated good moral
commitment, and was significantly higher than the Bad blamer, who demonstrated bad moral
commitment. This again supports the notion that observers assume that the blamer has moral
standing to blame unless the blamer actively demonstrates their lack of moral commitment
through their explicit rule violation behaviors. For those who have not had the chance to dem-
onstrate the lack of moral standing, the observers tend to give them “the benefit of the doubt”.

STUDY 4

In Study 4 we further investigated the observers’ default assumption of a blamer’s moral stand-
ing to blame when the blamer has not had a chance to demonstrate good or bad commitment
to a moral rule. In this study, we considered a situation different from the one that has already
been studied in Study 2 and Study 3, namely, identity-based moral rule. Some moral rules only
regulate behaviors of individuals who assume certain identity (e.g., not eating certain foods for
some religious believers and vegans). Some behaviors are not seen as morally bad if performed

Table 2. Results of regression models regarding effectiveness and consequences of blame (Study 3)

Model Coefficient B (SE ) 95% CI of B Standardized coefficient b t-value

Effectiveness

Bad vs. Privileged −5.27 (4.67) [−3.78, 14.31] −0.17 −1.13

Bad vs. Good −12.29 (4.74) [−21.45, −3.12] −0.40 −2.59*

Privileged vs. Good −7.02 (4.72) [−16.14, 2.11] −0.23 −1.49

Acceptance

Bad vs. Privileged −16.76 (4.54) [−25.56, −7.97] −0.55 −3.69***

Bad vs. Good −16.71 (4.61) [−25.62, −7.80] −0.54 −3.63***

Privileged vs. Good 0.06 (4.59) [−8.82, 8.93] 0.00 0.01

Improvement

Bad vs. Privileged −3.75 (4.73) [−12.90, 5.40] −0.13 −0.79

Bad vs. Good −10.37 (4.79) [−19.64, −1.11] −0.35 −2.17*

Privileged vs. Good −6.63 (4.77) [−15.86, 2.61] −0.23 −1.39

Self-conscious emotion

Bad vs. Privileged −6.46 (3.51) [−13.25, 0.33] −0.30 −1.84

Bad vs. Good −8.91 (3.56) [−15.78, −2.03] −0.41 −2.51*

Privileged vs. Good −2.44 (3.54) [−9.30, 4.41] −0.11 −1.15

* p < 0.05.

*** p < 0.001.
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by someone who does not share a certain identity. For example, eating meat does not dem-
onstrate bad commitment to veganism for someone who does not consider themselves as a
vegan, as it would do for someone who claims to be a vegan. This investigation would also
give us an opportunity to compare identity-based standing (i.e., psychological standing; Effron
& Miller, 2015; Miller & Effron, 2010) with standing based on the blamer’s moral beliefs and
commitment. Would someone who shares a certain identity (thereby subject to the identity-
specific moral rule) but demonstrates bad commitment to the identity-specific moral rule have
higher or lower moral standing to blame than someone who does not share that identity?

Study 4 would also replicate and clarify some of the conclusions from Study 2 and Study 3.
There were several limitations in Study 2 and Study 3. The behaviors of the No
experience/Privileged blamer and the Bad blamer were not matched. By design, their behav-
iors could not be matched because the blamer in the No experience/Privileged condition has
not faced the same moral situations as the blamee. Therefore, it is unclear whether the differ-
ences in the perceived moral standing to blame and the consequences of the blame were due
to differences in the blamers’ behaviors or due to difference in the relation between the blamer
and the moral rule. In Study 4, we aimed to address this confounding issue and conceptual
ambiguity. Specifically, we kept the behaviors of the blamee and the blamer in the same
domain across conditions (i.e., eating meat or practicing veganism), and varied the moral rules
that the blamer refers to in their blame (vegan-specific vs. generic). Another advantage of this
design is that performing certain behaviors (e.g., eating meat) does not necessarily reflect badly
on the blamer’s moral character. This allows us to dissociate identity-based standing and moral
standing to blame.

We hypothesized that: 1) a blamer who does not claim to have an identity (e.g., being a
vegan) will have more moral standing to blame a blamee for violating an identity-specific
moral rule (e.g., not eating meat for vegan) than a blamer who claims to have that identity
and demonstrates bad commitment to the identity-specific moral rule; 2) a blamer’s same
behavior (e.g., eating meat) may be considered as not demonstrating either good or bad com-
mitment to some rules (i.e., an identity-specific rule, such as veganism) if the blamer does not
have the relevant identity, but at the same time may be considered as demonstrating bad com-
mitment to other rules (e.g., a generic rule, such as obligation for environmental protection)
even when the blamer does not have any specific identity. The blamer’s perceived moral
standing to blame would vary according to the rule they cite to blame the blamee’s behavior.

Materials and Methods

Participants. A prior power analysis indicated that to detect a medium-to-large effect (d = 0.6)
for the comparison of moral standing between the two blame types (i.e., identity-specific
blame vs. generic blame) in the non-member conditions, we needed at least 60 participants
per condition to detect this effect with a power (1 − β) of 0.9. Four hundred and six American
participants were recruited from Prolific (https://aspredicted.org/LPL_XLF), 43 of whom were
excluded due to failing the attention check questions, leaving a final sample of 363 (192 or
52.9% females, Mage = 34.5, SDage = 12.6).

Experimental Design and Materials. We adopted a morally relevant identity, veganism, as the
basis of the identity-specific moral violation. Not consuming animal products is a moral rule
that applies to people who identify as vegan (Caviola et al., 2019; Rosenfeld et al., 2020), but
not to people who do not identify as vegan. In all the scenarios, the blamee is a self-identified
vegan who eats meat (i.e., a bad vegan). The first factor we manipulated in this study was the
type of blamer, which had three levels: Good Vegan blamer, who identifies as vegan and does
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not eat meat; Bad Vegan blamer, who identifies as vegan but consumes meat; and Non-Vegan
blamer, who does not identify as vegan and eats meat. Orthogonal to the membership status,
we manipulated the type of blame, or the moral rule the blamer cites to blame the blamee. In
the specific blame conditions, the blamer blames the blamee for violating a moral rule that is
specific to the blamee’s identity (e.g., “It is wrong for a vegan to eat meat.”). In the generic
blame conditions, the blamer cites a moral rule to blame the blamee, which is not specific to
the blamee’s identity (e.g., “Eating meat harms the environment.”). Therefore, the study had a 2
(blame type: Specific vs. Generic) by 3 (blamer type: Good vegan, Bad vegan, Non-vegan)
factorial between-subject design. The complete vignettes can be found in the
Supplementary Materials. Each participant was presented with one of the six versions (i.e., con-
ditions) of the vignette and were then asked to complete our set of measures, as described in
detail in Study 1.

Results

Manipulation Checks and Preliminary Analysis. To make sure our manipulations of blame type
and blamer type were understood as we expected, we carried out the following manipulation
check analyses. First, we asked the participants to indicate the extent to which the blamer
should be expected to practice veganism. We found that the Good vegan blamer (B =
40.63 ± 5.24, b = 1.06, t = 7.75, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [30.32, 50.94]) and Bad vegan blamer
(B = 33.01 ± 5.40, b = 0.86, t = 3.61, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [22.38, 43.63]) were more strongly
expected to practice veganism than the Non-vegan blamer. Second, the Non-vegan blamer
should be more strongly expected to conform to the moral rule underlying the generic blame
(i.e., environmental protection) than the specific blame (i.e., a veganism rule). This is exactly
what we observed (F(1, 129) = 4.22, p = 0.042).

The blamee’s behavior was perceived to be mildly blameworthy across all the six condi-
tions (mean blameworthiness rating ranges between 27 and 45 on a slider scale where 0 = not
blameworthy at all, 100 = extremely blameworthy). There was no significant difference in
blameworthiness judgments across conditions (F(1, 361) = 1.65, p = 0.200). The blamee
was not perceived to be a good vegan (mean rating ranges between 27 and 33 on a slider
scale of 0–100, where 0 = not a good vegan at all, 100 = an extremely good vegan). Again,
there was no significant difference in the perception of how good a vegan the blamee is across
conditions (F(1, 361) = 0.540, p = 0.463). Moreover, the average rating of this item was sig-
nificantly below the midpoint of the scale (i.e., 50 = somewhat a good vegan) for all the six
conditions (ts < −5.80, ps < 0.001).

Moral Standing to Blame. To examine the effects of type of blame (identity-specific vs. generic),
type of blamer (Good Vegan, Bad Vegan, Non-Vegan), and their interaction on the perception
of blamer’s moral standing to blame, we estimated a linear model with the two factors and
their interaction as the key independent variables. As pre-registered, we also include the judg-
ment of the blamee’s blameworthiness, the participants’ demographic variables, (i.e., age, gen-
der, and socioeconomic status) as covariates. The pattern of results remained when excluding
these demographic covariates in the regression (Table S1). The main effect of blame type (identity-
specific vs. generic) was significant (F = 34.56, p < 0.001), such that blamers who cited the
identity-specific rule to blame were perceived to have more moral standing to blame than the
blamers who cited the generic rule to blame (B = 16.00 ± 4.43, b = 0.47, t = 3.61, p < 0.001,
95% CI = [7.29, 24.71]). Blamer type also had a significant main effect on moral standing to
blame (F = 34.56, p < 0.001), such that the Good Vegan blamer has more moral standing to
blame than both the Bad Vegan blamer (B = 28.29 ± 4.28, b = 1.00, t = 6.60, p < 0.001, 95%
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CI = [19.86, 36.72]) and the Non-Vegan blamer (B = 25.28 ± 3.91, b = 0.89, t = 6.47, p <
0.001, 95% CI = [17.60, 32.96]). Critically, blame type and blamer type had a significant inter-
active effect on the perception of moral standing to blame (F = 4.39, p = 0.013).

To unpack this interaction pattern, we carried out two separate linear regression models to
examine the effect of blamer type on the perception of moral standing to blame separately for
each type of blame. We predicted that, when the blamer does not share the relevant identity
(i.e., being a vegan), they should have some degree of moral standing to blame, even when
their behavior is the same as the Bad Vegan. That is because the Non-Vegan’s behavior does
not demonstrate their bad commitment to the rule (the rule does not apply to them in the first
place) as the Bad Vegan’s behavior does. First, as a manipulation check (“To what extent is
[blamer’s name] morally required to do well regarding the reason he cites to blame [blamee’s
name]?”, 0 = Not at all required, 100 = Very much required ), we confirmed that the partici-
pants believed that the identity-specific moral rule is less applicable to the Non-Vegan blamer
than the generic moral rule (B = −13.00 ± 6.24, b = −0.36, t = −2.09, p = 0.039, 95% CI =
[−25.34, −0.66]). We then demonstrated that in the identity-specific blame conditions, the per-
ceived moral standing to blame of the Non-Vegan blamer was significantly lower than the
Good Vegan blamer (B = 10.44 ± 5.04, b = −0.36, t = 2.07, p = 0.040, 95% CI = [−20.39,
−0.49]) and significantly higher than the Bad Vegan blamer (B = 13.10 ± 5.03, b = 0.45, t =
2.60, p = 0.010, 95% CI = [3.17, 23.02]). This suggests that when observers evaluate a
blamer’s moral standing, the blamer’s demonstrated commitment seems to be more important
than the blamer’s identity.

When the Non-Vegan blamer cites a rule that is not specific to the vegan identity (i.e., in the
generic blame conditions), in which case the Non-Vegan blamer’s behavior demonstrates their
bad commitment to the rule (i.e., eating meat demonstrates bad commitment to the moral rule
“one should not harm the environment” regardless of whether one identifies as vegan or not),
there was no difference in the perceived moral standing to blame between the Non-Vegan
blamer and the Bad Vegan blamer (B = −1.58 ± 4.31, b = −0.06, t = −0.37, p = 0.715,
95% CI = [−10.09, 6.94]). The Good Vegan blamer was perceived to have higher moral stand-
ing to blame than both the Non-Vegan blamer (B = 26.55 ± 3.95, b = 0.97, t = 6.72, p < 0.001,
95% CI = [18.75, 34.35]) and the Bad Vegan blamer (B = 28.77 ± 4.35, b = 1.05, t = 6.62, p <
0.001, 95% CI = [20.19, 37.35]). Looking at the interaction from a different angle, blame type
had a significant effect only on the Non-Vegan blamer’s moral standing to blame (Specific >
Generic: B = 13.35 ± 3.81, b = 0.47, t = 3.51, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [5.86, 20.84]), but not on
the Good Vegan or the Bad Vegan blamer’s moral standing to blame (Figure 4A). Note that the
Non-Vegan blamer’s behavior (i.e., eating meat) is the same in the two conditions, therefore
the difference in moral standing to blame cannot be attributed to the difference in Non-Vegan
blamer’s behavior.

Effectiveness of Blame. Blamer type had a significant main effect on the perceived effectiveness
of blame (F = 8.69, p < 0.001), such that the Non-Vegan blamer’s blame was perceived as less
effective than both the Good Vegan blamer (B = −22.82 ± 4.66, b = −0.79, t = −4.89, p <
0.001, 95% CI = [−31.99, −13.64]) and the Bad Vegan blamer (B = −15.35 ± 4.79, b =
−0.53, t = −3.21, p = 0.001, 95% CI = [−24.76, −5.93]). Interestingly, the interaction between
blamer type and blame type was significant (F = 6.17, p = 0.002), such that the Non-Vegan
blamer’s blame was less effective than that of the Good Vegan blamer and the Bad Vegan
blamer only when they cited generic rule to blame (B = −23.65 ± 4.48, b = −0.85, t =
−5.28, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [−32.50, −14.81] for the comparison between the Non-Vegan
blamer and the Good Vegan blamer; B = −16.15 ± 4.59, b = −0.58, t = −3.52, p < 0.001,
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95% CI = [−25.22, −7.08] for the comparison between the Non-Vegan blamer and the Bad
Vegan blamer), but not when they cite identity-specific rule to blame (B = −3.89 ± 4.98, b =
−0.13, t = −0.78, p = 0.436, 95% CI = [−13.72, 5.95] for the comparison between the
Non-Vegan blamer and the Good Vegan blamer; B = 4.43 ± 4.95, b = 0.15, t = 0.90, p =
0.372, 95% CI = [−5.34, 14.19] for the comparison between non-member and bad member)
(Figure 4B). The main effect of blame type was not significant (F = 0.87, p = 0.351).

Consequences of Blame. The main effect of blamer type on the blamee’s willingness to accept
the blame was significant (F = 18.70, p < 0.001), such that the Good Vegan blamer’s blame
was the most likely to be accepted by the blamee (B = 24.74 ± 4.83, b = 0.76, t = 5.12, p <
0.001, 95% CI = [15.23, 34.24] for the comparison between the Good Vegan blamer and the
Non-Vegan blamer; B = 18.04 ± 5.30, b = 0.55, t = 3.40, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [7.62, 28.47] for
the comparison between the Good Vegan blamer and the Bad Vegan blamer) (Figure 4C). The
interaction between blamer type and blame type was marginally significant (F = 3.01, p =
0.050). To unpack the interaction pattern, we examined the effect of blame type for each type
of blamer separately. The type of blame did not make a difference in blamee’s willingness to
accept the Good Vegan’s blamer and Bad Vegan’s blame. This is conceivable because the
moral rule applies to the Good Vegan (B = 0.02 ± 5.10, b = 0.00, t = 0.00, p = 0.997, 95%
CI = [−10.01, 10.05]) and the Bad Vegan (B = −2.43 ± 5.20, b = −0.07, t = −0.47, p = 0.641,

Figure 4. Results of Study 4. Primary dependent variables as a function of type of blame and type of blamer.
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95% CI = [−12.66, 7.81]) in both cases (i.e., identity-specific and generic). However, the type
of blame did make a difference in blamee’s willingness to accept the Non-Vegan blamer’s
blame. Non-Vegan blamer’s blame was more likely to be accepted when it was based on
an identity-specific moral rule than generic moral rule (B = 13.33 ± 4.71, b = 0.41, t =
2.83, p = 0.005, 95% CI = [4.06, 22.59]). Our experimental manipulations had no effect
on blamee’s willingness to improve or self-conscious emotion elicited by their moral wrong-
doing (Figures 4D, 4E).

Discussion

In Study 4, we further dissociated the effects of a given behavior and its moral implications on
the perception of a blamer’s moral standing to blame. Specifically, a behavior (e.g., eating
meat) does not in itself dampen a blamer’s moral standing to blame; this occurs only when
the behavior clearly demonstrates the blamer’s bad commitment to the rule that they cite to
blame the blamee for violating. We also demonstrated that the same behavior has different
moral implications to the blamer’s commitment under different descriptions. Under a nar-
rower, identity-specific description, eating meat violates the moral obligation dictated by
the veganism identity. In contrast, under a broader, generic description, eating meat is bad
for the environment, which should, at least in theory, apply to everyone. Therefore, under
the identity-specific description, eating meat would only demonstrate bad commitment to
vegan-specific rule for those who identify as vegan and accept the moral rule of not eating
meat, but not to others; but it would be a moral failure even for non-vegan under the generic
description. Such flexibility in interpreting the moral status of blamer’s behavior was reflected
in the observers’ perceptions of the blamer’s moral standing to blame, suggesting that when
evaluating a blamer’s moral standing to blame, observers make inference about the blamer’s
commitment to the rule from the blamer’s behavior. The observers’ evaluation of the blamer’s
moral standing to blame is relied on the inferred commitment more than on the behavior itself.
These results thus provide stronger evidence for the moral commitment hypothesis.

These results have important implications for moral theories of moral standing to blame.
Some philosophical work on moral standing to blame argues that uncommitted blamer (i.e.,
a blamer who does not accept a certain moral rule as applicable to themselves) and blamer
who demonstrates bad commitment to a rule are equally standingless (Lippert-Rasmussen,
2023). Here, we provided quantitative and experimentally controlled comparison between
uncommitted blamer and blamer who actively demonstrates bad commitment to the moral
rule. Our result suggests that from a layperson’s perspective, an uncommitted blamer has more
moral standing to blame someone who violates a moral rule than a blamer who demonstrates
bad commitment to that rule.

STUDY 5

The first four studies have investigated moral commitment as an important antecedent of the
perception of moral standing to blame, and explored the influence of moral knowledge/
experience on the perception of moral standing to blame. In particular, we asked what moral
attributes of a blamer reduce observers’ perception of their moral standing to blame. The
empirical findings thus far have lent strong and consistent support to the moral commitment
hypothesis, namely, a blamer will be perceived to have low moral standing to blame if they
demonstrate bad moral commitment to the moral rule that they blame the blamee for violating.
In Study 5, we tested the moral commitment hypothesis from a different angle. Specifically, we
examined whether and how addressing their demonstrated bad moral commitment (e.g.,
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attitudes and emotional responses) influences the perception of the blamer’s moral standing to
blame the same wrongdoing of others. Acknowledging one’s own wrongdoing and
feeling/expressing guilt and regret have been proposed as an effective and morally legitimate
way of addressing one’s past wrongdoing, and a signal of commitment to the moral rule
(Lippert-Rasmussen, 2023; O’Connor et al., 2020; Todd, 2019). We therefore hypothesized
that acknowledging one’s own wrongdoing and expressing guilt about it should help a morally
problematic blamer to regain standing to blame.

Materials and Methods

Participants. A power analysis indicated that we would need at least 53 participants per con-
dition to detect a medium effect (f = 0.25) for the main effect of an ANOVAwith a power (1 − β)
of 0.9 (α = 0.05). As we pre-registered (https://aspredicted.org/7QL_319), we recruited 339
participants from Prolific, eleven of whom were excluded due to failure in the attention check
questions, leaving a final sample of 328 participants (166 or 50.6% females, Mage = 34.41,
SDage = 11.47).

Experimental Design and Materials. Similar to the previous studies, participants were presented
with vignettes and were asked to evaluate the target characters in the vignettes. We manipu-
lated two factors in this study: whether the blamer chooses to admit that they committed the
same moral wrongdoing themselves and whether the blamer feels guilty for committing the
moral wrongdoing. This study also had a control condition in which participants read about
a blamer who does not commit the same wrongdoing and thus has no need to admit or express
guilt for a similar wrongdoing. Thus, this study had a 2 × 2 between-subjects design with an
additional control condition.

Participants were asked to read a short vignette about two individuals. Within each
vignette, participants read about two target characters: Amanda and Becky. For each condition
besides the control condition, participants read about Amanda, who occasionally downloads
music illegally, catching her roommate, Becky, downloading music illegally. In response,
Amanda condemns and blames Becky for illegally downloading music. To show what partic-
ipants read, in all conditions besides the control condition, the vignette began as follows:

Amanda and Becky are roommates. Loving music but not being able to purchase every
song she likes; Amanda occasionally downloads music illegally from the Internet. One
day, Amanda sees Becky downloading music illegally from the Internet. Amanda tells
Becky that downloading music illegally from the Internet is wrong and blames Becky for
doing it.

In the four main conditions, participants additionally read more about Amanda’s response.
Specifically, participants were shown additional text that explained whether or not Amanda
lied about downloading music illegally and whether or not Amanda felt guilty for doing so.
Thus, in the Disclose and Guilty condition, the vignette continued,

Amanda admits that she downloads music illegally herself. In her heart, Amanda does feel
really guilty about downloading music illegally.

In the Disclose and No guilt condition, the vignette instead continued,

Amanda admits that she downloads music illegally herself. In her heart, Amanda does not
feel guilty about downloading music illegally.
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In the Hidden and Guilty condition, the vignette instead continued,

Although Amanda downloads music illegally herself, she does not mention it to Becky. In
her heart, Amanda does feel really guilty about downloading music illegally.

In the Hidden and No guilt condition, the vignette instead continued,

Although Amanda downloads music illegally herself, she does not mention it to Becky. In
her heart, Amanda does not feel guilty about downloading music illegally.

Within the control condition, participants instead read the following vignette:

Amanda and Becky are roommates. Loving music but not being able to purchase every
song she likes; Amanda sometimes has to choose very carefully which songs to purchase.
One day, Amanda sees Becky downloading music illegally from the Internet. Amanda tells
Becky that downloading music illegally from the Internet is wrong and blames Becky for
doing it.

Results

Manipulation Checks. The blameworthiness judgments of the blamee’s behavior were within
the “somewhat blameworthy” range across all the five conditions. The difference between the
midpoint of the scale (i.e., 50 = somewhat blameworthy) and the average blameworthiness
rating of neither condition was significant (jtsj < 1.96, ps > 0.055). One-way ANOVA showed
that the condition did not have a significant effect of blameworthiness judgments of the
blamee’s behavior (F(4, 270) = 2.26, p = 0.063). No pairwise comparison was significant after
Bonferroni correction of multiple comparisons.

Does acknowledging one’s past wrongdoing and feeling guilty about it make the blamer a
morally better person in the eyes of observers? We asked the participants to evaluate the moral
character of the blamer they read about (“How much do you think [blamer’s name] can be
described by the following traits?” The three moral traits were “moral”, “kind”, and “trustwor-
thy”. We averaged them to obtain a composite score; Yu et al., 2021). We ran a regression
model with the main effects of disclosure, emotion type, and their interaction as the primary
predictors. Participants’ demographic variables and blameworthiness judgment of blamee’s
behavior were included as control variables. The main effect of disclosure was significant
(B = 11.45 ± 3.22, b = 0.65, t = 3.56, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [5.11, 17.79]), such that the blamer
who admitted their past wrongdoing was perceived to be a morally better person. The inter-
action effect was also significant (B = 10.17 ± 4.53, b = 0.58, t = 2.25, p = 0.026, 95% CI =
[1.24, 19.11]), such that feeling guilty for their past wrongdoing made the blamer a morally
better person only when the blamer admitted their past wrongdoing (B = 12.90 ± 3.22, b =
0.73, t = 4.01, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [6.56, 19.25]), but not when the blamer concealed their
past wrong doing (B = 2.73 ± 3.21, b = 0.15, t = 0.85, p = 0.396, 95% CI = [−3.60, 9.06]).
These results suggest that admitting one’s past wrongdoing and feeling guilty about it together
improves the moral impression of blamer in the eyes of observers (i.e., better rule
commitment).

Moral Standing to Blame. Not surprisingly, the blamer in the Control condition (i.e., no bad
commitment) was perceived to have the highest standing to blame (53.89 ± 3.7; all compar-
isons with the other four conditions were significant after Bonferroni correction, ps < 0.001).
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For the four experimental conditions, we examined the effects of disclosure, emotion type, and
their interaction on the moral standing to blame. Neither the main effect of disclosure nor the
main effect of emotion was significant. However, partially supporting our prediction, the inter-
action between disclosure and emotion was marginally significant in the direction as we pre-
registered (B = −7.44 ± 4.00, b = −0.46, t = −1.86, p = 0.064, 95% CI = [−15.33, 0.45];
Figure 5A). Specifically, when the blamer disclosed their past wrongdoing, feeling guilty gave
them more standing to blame relative to feeling no guilt (B = 6.91 ± 2.84, b = 0.43, t = 2.43,
p = 0.016, 95% CI = [1.30, 12.51]). When the blamer did not disclose their past wrongdoing,
merely feeling guilty had no effect on their moral standing to blame (B = 0.53 ± 2.83, b = 0.03,
t = 0.189, p = 0.851, 95% CI = [−5.05, 6.12]). This pattern mirrors that of the moral impression
of the blamer, suggesting a potential link between improvement on rule commitment and
increase in the perception of moral standing to blame. Excluding demographic covariates
did not change the patterns of the results (Table S1).

One might argue that merely feeling guilty privately may not be a sufficient way to address
one’s past wrongdoing and therefore may not boost the blamer’s standing to blame by a lot. To
test the possibility that sincerely and openly expressing guilt may further elevate a blamer’s
standing to blame over and above disclosure and feeling guilty privately, we recruited another
group of participants to complete a new condition, where the blamer not only disclosed their
wrongdoing, but also openly expressed their guilty feelings to the blamee (N = 53, 27 females,
Mage = 36.6, SDage = 11.1). We ran a linear regression model that only included the three
disclosure conditions (i.e., non-guilt, feeling guilt, expressing guilt). We found that, similar
to the feeling guilt condition, the expressing guilt condition had significantly higher standing
to blame than the nonguilt condition (B = 5.85 ± 2.88, b = 0.39, t = 2.03, p = 0.044, 95% CI =
[0.16, 11.53]), but there was no significant difference between the expressing and feeling guilt
conditions (B = 1.51 ± 2.81, b = 0.10, t = 0.54, p = 0.591, 95% CI = [−4.04, 7.06]).

Figure 5. Results of Study 5. Primary dependent variables as function of whether blamer acknowledge their past wrongdoing and the emotion
associated with the blame.

OPEN MIND: Discoveries in Cognitive Science 162

On the Perception of Moral Standing to Blame Ghezae, Yang, Yu

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://direct.m

it.edu/opm
i/article-pdf/doi/10.1162/opm

i_a_00185/2498833/opm
i_a_00185.pdf by U

niversity of C
hicago user on 25 January 2025

https://doi.org/10.1162/opmi_a_00185


Effectiveness and Consequences of Blame. The interaction between disclosure and emotion was
not significant for perceived effectiveness of blame, blamees’ acceptance of blame, willingness to
improve in the future, and self-conscious emotion as a consequence of the blame (Figures 5B–E).
Blames are more likely to be accepted (B = 14.36 ± 4.68, b = 0.40, t = 3.07, p = 0.002, 95%
CI = [5.13, 23.58]) when the blamer does not disclose their past wrongdoing. This is not sur-
prising because from the blamee’s perspective, if the blamer does not disclose their past
wrongdoing, there would be no way for the blamee to find out about the blamer’s bad moral
commitment. The blamer would therefore be treated in the same way as a morally clearn
blamer in the Control condition.

Discussion

Replicating a consistent finding from the first four studies, here we found that blamers who
have demonstrated bad moral commitment to the moral rule that they blame the blamee for
violating were perceived to have lower standing to blame. More importantly, we showed that
acknowledging one’s past wrongdoing and feeling/expressing guilt for it indeed helps a blamer
to restore some standing to blame. We note that the effect of feeling and expressing guilt on the
perception of moral standing to blame was small in this study. This may be an idiosyncratic
issue with the vignette we used, such as the severity of the blamee’s and the blamer’s wrong-
doing, the sincerity of guilt feeling and expression, and whether compensatory actions are
taken in addition to guilt feeling and expression. Future research using a more diverse set of
moral vignettes is needed to better address these questions.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

What makes a blamer lack moral standing to blame? Across five studies, we found converging
evidence for a “moral commitment” hypothesis—when the blamer demonstrates bad commit-
ment to the moral rule they blame the blamee for violating, they are perceived to have low
moral standing to blame. This finding provides evidence for the strong and consistent effect of
commitment to the moral rule on a blamers’ moral standing to blame. Importantly, observers
seem to assume that a blamer has moral standing to blame by default, unless the blamer
actively demonstrates bad moral commitment to the rule that they blame the blamee for.

Our research has important theoretical and practical implications. From a theoretical
perspective, our research complements the psychology literature on blame by emphasizing
the importance of blamer-related (as opposed to blamee-related; Malle et al., 2014) factors
in an act of blame. Our research also complements the work on psychological standing by
showing that moral characteristics, in addition to identity-based characteristics (Miller &
Effron, 2010), also matters when evaluating the legitimacy of a social act (e.g., blame, protest,
intervention, etc.).

From a practical/applied perspective, our research has at least two implications. First, given
the demonstrated importance of moral standing for how effective and acceptable a blame
could be, a blamer needs to be mindful of their moral standing before blaming others. If their
moral standing is compromised by their lack of commitment to a moral rule, they need to
restore their moral standing before their blame can be taken seriously by the blamees. Second,
moral standing could also be abused by blamees to fend off blame of their wrongdoing that
they should take seriously. This could be particularly problematic in intergroup and interna-
tional contexts, where it is uncommon for any collective blamer to have a clean moral record
in history (see below for more discussion).
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When directly comparing identity-based (psychological) standing and moral standing to
blame (Study 1 and Study 4), we found that lack of moral standing had a stronger effect than
lack of psychological standing on participants’ judgments. For example, not having the same
identity as the blamee (i.e., lack of psychological standing) has less impact on a blamer’s moral
standing to blame than having the same identity as the blamee but demonstrating bad com-
mitment to the identity-specific moral rule. These findings, complementing the research on
psychological standing (e.g., Effron & Miller, 2015; Miller & Effron, 2010), highlight moral
standing as a distinct and important concept in the psychology of blame. Our goal here is
to broaden the scope of empirical research on the psychological experience and sources of
standing (i.e., feeling of legitimacy and entitlement). As we argued in the Introduction, psycho-
logical standing and moral standing are two conceptually overlapping but distinct constructs.
More specifically, we aimed to identify critical moral characteristics that ordinary individuals
consider when determining a blamer’s moral standing to blame and to evaluate the impact of a
blamer’s lack of standing on their blame. Ascertaining the mechanisms through which social
identity grants psychological standing in some situations (e.g., criticizing a policy of one’s own
country) and moral characteristics grant moral standing in other situations (e.g., blaming some-
one for a wrongdoing that one has committed in the past) is an important empirical question
that worth future research.

In addition, our studies also reveal nuanced effects of relevant moral knowledge and expe-
rience on the perception of a blamer’s moral standing to blame. Study 1 shows that as long as
the blamer’s and the blamee’s wrongdoings are comparable in degree, the blamer’s bad com-
mitment to the moral rule has comparable negative effect on the perception of the blamer’s
moral standing to blame. A blamer’s commitment to a different moral rule has slightly and
much smaller effect on the blamer’s moral standing to blame, suggesting direct experience
with the moral rule is not key to perceived moral standing to blame. However, Study 2 and
Study 3 suggested that when the blamed behavior involves complicated and sophisticated (as
opposed to straightforward and common-sense) moral issues, whether the blamer has direct
experience with the moral issues has greater effect on his or her moral standing.

We consistently found across multiple studies that there are social and moral consequences
of having low moral standing to blame. Most noticeably, blames issued by someone lacking
moral standing to blame are perceived to be less effective and less likely to be accepted by the
blamee. The findings lend support to the philosophical speculations that blames “operate
effectively only when they resonate with the person being sanctioned.” (Dworkin, 2000).
Expanding upon previous studies on the perception of hypocrites and hypocritical blamers
(e.g., Jordan et al., 2017), these findings show that these individuals are not only disliked by
observers, but their blame also lacks normative force on the part of the blamee. This has sig-
nificant implications for harnessing the power of blame for enforcing social norms (Malle,
forthcoming).

Given that everyone at some point of their life will commit some moral wrongdoing, how to
regain moral standing to blame is an important question (Bell, 2013). We found that indirect
expressions of moral commitment, such as frankly acknowledging one’s own wrongdoing and
feeling or expressing guilt, has a mild but significant effect in elevating a hypocritical blamer’s
standing to blame. This finding dovetails with previous work that feeling guilty about one’s
wrongdoing reflects one’s respect to the moral rule or interpersonal expectation that they vio-
late, thereby reinstating their commitment to the moral rule (Baumeister et al., 1994; Dworkin,
2000; Helm, 2017; Karlsson & Sjöberg, 2009). It would be interesting for future research to
examine how the sincerity or frequency of expressed guilt could influence its effects on boost-
ing one’s moral standing.
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There are several limitations and important avenues for future work. First, our studies
involved disinterested third-party observations, and more work needs to be done to investigate
how one monitors their own moral standing in social interactions and its consequences. Under
what conditions/context are individuals aware of their moral standing when they blame
others? How does such awareness shape individuals’ moral behaviors? To answer these ques-
tions, researchers may need a paradigm that allows the participants to easily transition
between different roles (e.g., as an agent and as a blamer) (cf. Yu et al., 2019). Relatedly, a
task that involves real, naturalistic interpersonal blame situation would be needed to demon-
strate the external validity and generalizability of the findings based on hypothetical vignettes
(Yu et al., 2024).

Second, our participants were North American adults, which may limit the generalizability
of our findings to broader cultural contexts and developmental stages. Some cross-cultural
work suggests that in some cultures ad hominem arguments are more prevalent and tolerated
than other cultures (Kim et al., 2020), suggesting that in these cultures blame may be more
likely deflected if a blamer lacks moral standing to blame. Future work is needed to compre-
hensively examine how cultural dimensions are associated with perceptions of moral standing
to blame (Feinberg et al., 2019; Schwartz, 2012).

Third, conceptualization and perception of moral standing to blame can and should be
investigated in other related disciplines. As an example, since neuroscientific, comparative
and evolutionary research has shown that reactions to wrongdoing has a biological basis
(Buckholtz & Marois, 2012; Buckholtz et al., 2015; Chen et al., 2020; De Roni et al.,
2023), it would be interesting to investigate blamees’ neural responses to blame from blamers
with and without moral standing, and to examine how these neural responses are associated
with blamees’ behavioral reactions to the blame. In addition, children are frequently blamed
by their parents, making it theoretically important to investigate how they perceive moral
standing to blame (Geraci et al., 2024; Marshall & McAuliffe, 2022; Marshall et al., 2024),
such as whether children are more likely to take blamer’s moral characteristics into account
as they grow older.

Moreover, blame does not only exist in interpersonal contexts; it is also common in inter-
group contexts (e.g., between racial/ethnic groups, social classes, political parties, and nations)
(Bruneau et al., 2020; Lickel et al., 2006; Ma & Ma, 2023; Vallabha et al., 2024). Does the
moral past of an organization shape its members’ standing to blame? For example, to deflect
criticisms from the U.S., some autocratic governments have pointed out human right issues
and racism in the U.S. (e.g., the history of slavery; the murder of George Floyd in 2020 and
the attack on the U.S. Capitol in 2021)3. If such deflections are perceived as morally valid,
then, it is less likely that they will address the issues that are rightly pointed out by the blaming
organizations.

To conclude, we demonstrate that ordinary American participants judge that a blamer has
less standing to blame when the blamer demonstrates bad commitment to the rule that they
blame others for violating, even when the blamee is objectively blameworthy. Having low
moral standing to blame diminishes the effectiveness of the blame, while indirect ways to
show commitment could help one regain moral standing to blame. These results contribute
to a more complete understanding of the psychology of blame—the blamer and the blamee
both matter for our understanding of how blaming works and for successful norm enforcement
in our society.

3 America’s rivals return fire on human rights after U.S. protests. Reuters, June 3, 2020.
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