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Blame is an inescapable part of social life. Its cognitive 
makeup is therefore likely to be shaped by its social 
role. However, psychological research on blame has 
often focused on its information-processing properties 
far more than on its social function. To understand 
blame, we contend, is to understand how blame works 
cognitively in light of what it achieves socially.

Blame has two sides. In public portrayals, it is primar-
ily associated with conflict, accusation, and deflection. 
The “blame game” is an all-too-frequent reference in busi-
ness and politics, and social media are rife with vicious 
acts of blaming. Psychological studies, too, have focused 
primarily on harmful victim blaming, self-blaming, and 
blame shifting. However, blame has another side: It may 
express rightful protest and a demand for justice (Ciurria,  
2019), and considerable evidence has shown that judg-
ments of blame are highly sensitive to information 
about the transgression and the transgressor in ques-
tion, including causal, mental, and counterfactual infor-
mation (Cushman, 2008; Monroe & Malle, 2019). How 
can these two sides of blame coexist? How can blame 
be so destructive, but also regenerative and sensitive 
to complex evidence? We suggest that this is because 

the cognitive process of blame is socially regulated. 
When the community monitors and demands its fair 
use, blame is often prudent moral criticism; when the 
community leaves blame unchecked, it becomes a per-
nicious weapon of self-interest.

At its core, blame enforces the social and moral 
norms that guide human behavior—from expectations 
of politeness to prohibitions against harm. Norms con-
strain individual action in favor of benefits to the group, 
and without the enforcement of norms, many individu-
als would do what is in their own interest, to the detri-
ment of the broader community. We propose that the 
cognitive structure of blame is an adaptation to the 
community’s demands for fair norm enforcement—that 
is, enforcement grounded in evidence and proportional 
to the violation. Such fairness is important because 
norm enforcement is costly—certainly for the transgres-
sor, but also for the blamer. The community therefore 
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Blame is not only a cognitive process but also a social act of moral criticism. Such acts of criticism often serve to 
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path model of blame, which captures the cognitive processes that underlie blame judgments and that specify the kind 
of evidence that counts as warrant for blame. We then show how the varying costs of blaming put social pressure on 
the moral critic to be accurate and fair. We also identify conditions under which these pressures are weakened and 
standards of evidence decline: for example, when the transgressor has low status or is an out-group member, when 
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sets standards of evidence and prescribes what infor-
mation should be considered so that judgments of 
blame will be fair. Most moral judges will try to meet 
those demands, for blaming unfairly is itself a blame-
worthy act.

What, then, are the standards of evidence that dictate 
information processing en route to blame? Our path 
model of blame (Malle et al., 2014) proposes that people 
process the following information components (see 
Fig. 1): what norms the event in question violated; how 
causally involved the person was; whether that involve-
ment was intentional; if it was intentional, what reasons 
the person had and how justified they were; and if it 
was not intentional, what the person should have done 
(obligation) and could have done (capacity) to prevent 
the violation. These information elements and their pos-
tulated ordering derive from ordinary social cognition. 
For example, asking about the agent’s reasons makes 
sense only if the violation in question is believed to be 
intentional (Malle, 2004). Moral information processing 

is therefore rooted in powerful and highly efficient cog-
nitive mechanisms.

In what follows, we briefly review recent experimen-
tal findings supporting this model—findings that show 
how blame judgments operate when they are well regu-
lated. Then we explain what this regulation consists of—
how the costs of blaming raise standards of evidence—and 
under what conditions it breaks down. Thus, we show 
that our model of blame can account for both well-
regulated and unregulated cases.

Evidence in Support of the Model

Information acquisition

If blame judgments have the ordered structure depicted 
by the path model, people should seek to acquire some 
information components (e.g., about causality) before 
other components (e.g., about intentionality). Results 
from three experiments supported these predictions 

Degrees of Blame

NoYes

Was There a Norm Violation?

Did the Agent Cause It?

Was It Intentional?

Was It Preventable?
Did the Agent Have
Justified Reasons?

Could the Agent Have
Done Something?

Should the Agent Have
Done Something?

Fig. 1. The path model of blame (adapted from Malle et al., 2014, Fig. 2; copyright 2014 by Taylor 
& Francis Ltd, www.tandfonline.com). The moral judge acquires information guided by an ordered 
set of questions whose answers yield the appropriate degree of blame.

www.tandfonline.com
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(Guglielmo & Malle, 2017). When people asked ques-
tions to acquire information about a negative event, their 
questions predominantly followed the sequence of the 
path model: People asked about causality (e.g., “Was the 
fire caused by a person?”), then intentionality (e.g., “Did 
he set the fire deliberately?”), and then either about 
reasons for intentional violations (e.g., “Did he want to 
get back at the neighbor?”) or about preventability for 
unintentional violations (e.g., “Was he being careless?”). 
This order remained stable when people selected 
information components from an array of options, and 
even under tight time pressure. However, this efficient 
information-processing order did not prevent people 
from flexibly integrating information by occasionally 
reconsidering an earlier component (e.g., the specific 
norms the behavior violated) in light of information 
about a later component (e.g., intentionality).

Updating blame judgments

If people are motivated to render blame judgments that 
meet the community’s standard of evidence, and if the 
evidence the community prescribes for blaming includes 
such factors as intentionality, reasons, and preventabil-
ity, then people should be sensitive to changes in this 
evidence and update their judgments. In six experi-
ments (Monroe & Malle, 2019), we documented sub-
stantial and reliable blame updating for each of the 
information components in the path model, across dif-
ferent samples of participants and even when they were 
under cognitive load (i.e., performing a competing 
task). People showed no signs of confirmation bias (i.e., 
interpreting evidence to support their initial judgments), 
and they were as sensitive to evidence that mitigated 
blame as to evidence that amplified blame, thus display-
ing no default desire to blame that some authors have 
postulated (e.g., Alicke, 2000).

Additional studies have provided support specifically 
for the model’s path for unintentional violations. Martin 
and Cushman (2016) showed that blame markedly 
decreases when outcomes are uncontrollable (what our 
model refers to as unpreventable), and Niemi and 
Young (2016) showed that blame increases when per-
ceivers believe outcomes to be preventable. Buckwalter 
and Turri (2015) further demonstrated that the two com-
ponents of preventability—the capacity and the obliga-
tion to prevent harm—make independent contributions 
to blame.

The path model of blame and its supporting evi-
dence appear to stand in opposition to findings by 
other researchers who proposed that blame often does 
not result from processing information about factors 
such as causality and intentionality but rather precedes 
and biases such information processing (Alicke, 2000; 

Nadler & McDonnell, 2012). That is, in this view, people 
decide on blame first and then adapt their information 
processing to rationalize the predetermined blame. We 
set aside here our own interpretation of the extant 
evidence for such biased processing (e.g., Guglielmo, 
2015; Malle et al., 2014) and instead introduce a broader 
perspective that can reconcile cases of careful informa-
tion processing with cases of bias.

The Social Regulation of Blame

Blame is not only assessed cognitively but also 
expressed socially. Acts of blame, reproach, and rebuke 
serve to criticize and (ideally) correct a transgressor’s 
behavior. However, such acts can be costly—they can 
damage the transgressor’s social standing, elicit retali-
ation against the blamer, and strain community relation-
ships (Strimling & Eriksson, 2014). To limit these costs 
while still enabling effective norm enforcement, societ-
ies place normative demands on social expressions of 
blame (Friedman, 2013), including the social demand 
to provide warrant for blame. That is, people must be 
able to justify their expressions of blame to their com-
munity (Malle et al., 2014; Voiklis & Malle, 2018).

Currently, there is little experimental research on the 
role of warrant in blame specifically. However, research 
on punishment shows that when social communities 
view punishment as unwarranted, it is less effective at 
correcting social behavior (Herrmann et al., 2008). Con-
versely, warranted punishment increases cooperation 
(Kuwabara & Yu, 2017) and prevents norm-violating 
behavior (Xiao, 2013). To the extent that punishment 
and social blame are similar norm-enforcement mecha-
nisms, these findings support the claim that perceived 
warrant for acts of blaming facilitates its corrective 
function.

In addition to facilitating norm enforcement, demand 
for warrant should facilitate accurate information pro-
cessing on the part of the blamer (Monroe & Malle, 
2019). Research has demonstrated that the goal to be 
accurate leads to more complex, less biased information 
processing (Kunda, 1990), and in these studies, factors 
that increase demand for warrant, such as expecting to 
justify one’s judgments or expecting to be evaluated by 
other people (Kruglanski & Freund, 1983; Tetlock, 
1992), were directly manipulated. If demand for warrant 
is to be met, people must be able to access the kind of 
information that provides such warrant. Indeed, people 
are able to offer rich explanations of their blame judg-
ments (Bucciarelli et al., 2008). These explanations dif-
fer from explanations of other moral judgments, 
containing precisely the information (e.g., on intention-
ality and reasons) that the path model predicts (Voiklis 
et  al., 2016). Thus, the information processing of 
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cognitive blame delivers the kind of evidence that can 
meet the community’s demand for warrant.

We have suggested that demands for warrant ema-
nate from costs of blaming. Below we offer a closer 
analysis of the impact of these costs, which leads to a 
number of testable hypotheses. In developing these 
hypotheses, we treat changes in standards of evidence 
as the more general result of changes in costs of blam-
ing, and we treat demand for warrant as one way in 
which the community marks strict standards. (Other 
ways include sanctions for failing to meet the standards, 
such as ostracizing individuals who make baseless 
accusations.) Under such demand for warrant, blamers 
search more thoroughly for relevant information rather 
than relying on prior assumptions, set a higher thresh-
old for believing this information, and consider the 
target’s actual reasons for acting and the actual evi-
dence for preventability rather than making (typically 
uncharitable) assumptions. (For more details, see Malle 
et al., 2014, pp. 157–158.)

Costs of Blaming and Standards  
of Evidence

Socially expressed blame, or acts of moral criticism, incur 
costs for the transgressor, the moral critic, and the com-
munity. Inaccurate blame carries additional costs, 

especially for the moral critic. In this section, we consider 
how these costs (summarized in Table 1) guide the stan-
dards of evidence that the community imposes on the 
moral critic. We also identify factors that are likely to shift 
these standards by altering the costs incurred by the 
community or the moral critic (see Table 2).

Common costs that guide standards  
of evidence

For the transgressor, being the target of an expressed 
blame judgment often causes bad feelings, a threat to the 
relationship with the moral critic, possible loss of public 
standing, and potential subsequent punishment. Whether 
or not the critic takes the transgressor’s costs into account, 
the community is likely to do so and put some pressure 
on the critic to heed standards of evidence; consequently, 
baseless accusations rarely fare well.

For the moral critic, a significant cost of expressing 
blame lies in potential retaliation from the transgressor 
(Balafoutas & Nikiforakis, 2012). Transgressors are par-
ticularly likely to retaliate if they regard the blame as 
excessive. Furthermore, when community members see 
the blame as unfair or inaccurate, they may support the 
transgressor’s retaliation and socially reject the critic 
(Miller, 1999). Thus, if a moral critic expresses blame 
at all (rather than withholding it out of fear), such 

Table 1. Costs of Acts of Blaming Incurred by Three Parties

Transgressor Moral critic Community

Bad feelings
Damaged relationships
Loss of public standing

Retaliation
Damaged relationships
If the blame is unfair, loss 

of reputation and loss of 
community protection

Strife, damaged relationships
Potential loss of the 

transgressor’s contributions
If the blame is unfair, loss of 

in-group trust

Table 2. Selected Factors That Alter Costs of Moral Criticism for the Critic or Community and Thereby Change 
Standards of Evidence

Factors that increase costs and raise standards of evidence Factors that decrease costs and lower standards of evidence

High-status transgressorsa present a greater risk of 
retaliation and a greater potential loss of contributions 
to the community.

Low-status transgressors present little risk of retaliation or 
damaged relationships.

Low-status critics are vulnerable to retaliation, and their 
criticism may be dismissed.

High-status critics are protected against retaliation and 
accorded credibility by default.

Critics bound to strong fairness norms (e.g., a judge or 
teacher) commit a serious role violation when they 
issue unwarranted criticism.

Anonymous critics face no threat of retaliation and do not 
risk loss of reputation or relationships.

Groups that are not tight-knit encompass relationships that 
are less valuable or easily replaceable, and community 
trust is already low.

 

aUnder some conditions, high status can encourage harsher judgments (see the main text for discussion).
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blame will normally have to meet strict standards of 
evidence so as to qualify for community support and 
protection.

In tight-knit communities of small to moderate size 
(e.g., neighborhoods, academic departments, villages), 
moral criticism and conflict among community mem-
bers create a significant burden, and the whole com-
munity can suffer from the combination of wrongdoing, 
public censure, and damaged relationships (Allen, 
2002). Further costs lie in the potential loss of com-
munity contributions from the censured individual. All 
these costs are even heavier in the case of unfair accu-
sations. If the group permits such accusations, any 
member may be unfairly accused in the future, which 
undermines trust within the group. It is therefore in the 
community’s interest to set strict standards that forestall 
such accusations.

Factors that moderate costs and 
standards of evidence

Additional factors can raise or lower standards of evi-
dence, primarily because they alter the costs incurred 
by the moral critic and the community (see Table 2).

A transgressor’s high status will often increase costs 
for the moral critic (who is likely to face retaliation; 
Rothschild & Miethe, 1999) and for the community 
(which may suffer a loss of valued contributions from 
the censured person). Critics of high-status transgres-
sors are therefore forced to meet strict standards of 
evidence and may even be silenced or dismissed, while 
the privileged transgressor is protected from blame and 
accountability (Ciurria, 2019, Chapter 9). Under some 
conditions, however, “tall poppies are cut down,” 
because the community jumps at the opportunity to 
criticize and sanction the transgressor, using loosened 
standards of evidence. This reverse pattern appears to 
stem from a community’s anti-authoritarian leanings 
and their belief that the transgressor does not deserve 
the high status (Feather, 1994).

Low-status transgressors, by contrast, lack power and 
the opportunity to retaliate against a moral critic, and 
the community will be less concerned about damaged 
relationships or about losing the transgressor’s com-
munity contributions. With both critic’s and community’s 
costs reduced, standards of evidence for blaming low-
status transgressors will drop. For example, the mere 
suspicion that a Black man raped a White woman could 
rouse a lynch mob (Dray, 2002).

A moral critic with low social status is vulnerable to 
the transgressor’s retaliation, and the community may dis-
miss the criticism (Ciurria, 2019). For example, women’s 
statements of having been raped or children’s statements 
of experiencing abuse can meet considerable skepticism 

(Cheit, 2017). A moral critic with high status will be 
better protected from retaliation and enjoy greater cred-
ibility (Cooney, 1994). Thus, standards of evidence tend 
to be higher for critics with low status than for critics 
with high status. In rare cases, a high-power role may 
elicit increased standards of evidence; this is the case 
when the person’s role inherently requires fair and 
accurate moral judgments. A department chair has to 
meet strict standards of evidence when accusing a faculty 
member of scientific misconduct, and if the evidence turns 
out to be false, the chair’s fall from grace would be steep.

When moral critics are anonymous, such as in some 
online contexts, they express blame without confront-
ing the violator, and—with little threat of retaliation or 
losing a valued relationship—they can get away with 
unfair and inaccurate moral judgments. Moreover, the 
community is not easily able to enforce standards of 
evidence when critics are anonymous, and such indi-
viduals are generally judged less negatively than people 
whose identities are known (Gino et al., 2010). Unfair 
moral judgments expressed by anonymous individuals 
are therefore more likely to be tolerated.

But even when moral critics are identifiable, blame 
is less regulated when expressed online, as powerfully 
analyzed by Wynn (see Gladstone, 2020). In online 
communities, or indeed any society of strangers, costs 
of blame are lower because the critic’s community 
bonds are weaker and cannot easily be damaged. Com-
munity trust is also lower, and strife is common. Thus, 
without community solidarity, unfair blame remains 
unchecked, and people enjoy the spectacle of unfair 
accusations and resulting derogations (Bhargava, 2020).

When Regulation Breaks Down:  
The Intergroup Context

We have proposed that the varying costs of blaming 
govern a community’s standards of evidence, which 
encourage moral critics to achieve fair and accurate 
blame judgments. However, standards of evidence 
apply primarily to blaming the members of one’s own 
community. If the transgressor is an out-group member, 
standards of evidence decrease, because community 
members will worry less about their damaged relation-
ships with the transgressor or about loss of community 
trust, and they will care less about the costs imposed 
on the transgressor or simply assume that the person 
must have committed a violation worthy of sanctions 
(Rudert et al., 2018). Initial evidence shows that blame 
for out-group members is harsher and less sensitive to 
mitigating evidence than blame for in-group members 
(Monroe & Malle, 2019, Study 6), and out-group mem-
bers tend to be sanctioned more severely than in-group 
members (Schiller et al., 2014).
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When out-group members have equal standing with 
in-group members, they may demand warrant or poten-
tially retaliate, but oppressed out-groups can do neither. 
People in power remain unchecked in their tendencies 
to favor stereotyping over individuating information. 
For example, immigrants are a frequent target of blame 
for crimes, despite evidence to the contrary (Light et al., 
2020). And not too long ago, accusations that a Black 
individual committed a transgression remained unques-
tioned, required no evidence, and led to violence 
dressed as justice (Dray, 2002).

Weak standards of evidence also allow stereotypes 
and prejudice to bias blame judgments. Blamers may 
assume, without evidence, that the target had bad 
motives in violating a norm or had an obligation and 
capacity to prevent the violation; if these false assump-
tions remain unchallenged, inaccurate or harsh blame 
ensues (Niemi & Young, 2016). In such cases, the 
blamer may still process the assumed information in 
line with the path model (i.e., more blame for bad 
motives, more blame for preventable violations); but in 
the absence of demand to proffer actual evidence for 
the assumptions, blame is left unregulated and biased.

When intergroup bias occurs in online interactions, 
toxic situations emerge. People form online networks 
with ideologically similar others and direct their moral 
outrage toward ideologically dissimilar others (Crockett, 
2017). These conditions foster loose standards of evi-
dence, because people are rarely pressed to justify their 
judgments to an audience that already shares their val-
ues and beliefs, especially when the judgments are 
about out-group members.

The Special Case of Close Relationships

Our analysis of costs of blaming applies to a variety 
of domains, such as workplaces, classrooms, or close 
relationships, and helps elucidate unique features of 
these domains. Consider blame in close relationships. 
The costs of blame to the transgressor will include 
moderately bad feelings and a temporarily disrupted 
relationship, but rarely a threat to the person’s social 
reputation (unless the criticism occurs in public). The 
critic may also incur fewer costs than in other relation-
ships, as retaliation is less likely. Costs to the commu-
nity may be rare, too—unless children, who may be 
unable to exert demand for warrant, are involved. As 
a result of these lower costs in close relationships, 
expressed blame is more likely and less regulated. As 
a counterweight, inaccurate or unfair blaming in such 
relationships tends to be contested and may therefore 
be corrected (Dersley & Wootton, 2000).

However, in close relationships, too, a number of 
moderators increase costs and tighten regulation of 

blame. If the relationship is at an early stage, conflict 
is more likely to end the relationship, so the costs of 
criticism, and standards of evidence, will be higher than 
in a more established relationship. If the transgressor 
holds significant power, the critic is at greater risk for 
facing retaliation and therefore will more tightly regu-
late moral criticism. Finally, if the expression of blame 
occurs in public, the transgressor’s reputation will be 
at risk, the critic must moderate this expression in order 
to maintain a reputation of being fair and accurate, and 
the audience may incur costs of embarrassment or anxi-
ety that the event will escalate.

Open Questions

Evidence for the social regulation of cognitive blame 
is accumulating, but many elements of the model have 
yet to be tested. In particular, no studies on blame have 
included direct manipulation of demands for warrant, 
and none have measured variation in standards of evi-
dence. We also do not know whether stricter standards 
of evidence elicit overall milder judgments or the kind 
of careful information integration that the path model 
predicts.

An intriguing question arises from the analysis of 
cultural variation in tightness-looseness (Gelfand et al., 
2017). Do tighter cultures, which exhibit more, stronger, 
and clearer norms and enact more severe sanctions of 
norm violations, also have stricter standards of evidence 
for blame and other sanctions? On the one hand, 
because standards of evidence for blame are themselves 
norms (norms of norm regulation, or second-order 
norms; Eriksson et  al., 2021), tighter cultures should 
have more, stronger, and clearer norms of blaming, and 
thus more severe sanctions for inaccurate and unfair 
moral criticism (which violates norms of blaming). On 
the other hand, if violations of all first-order norms 
(those that govern behaviors other than norm regula-
tion) are sufficiently aversive to the community, then 
blame and sanctioning behavior should be loosely 
regulated so that no norm violator will be spared.

A cultural perspective also raises the question of how 
the social regulation of blame has emerged over time. 
Social regulation is unlikely to be an adaptation specific 
to morality because it can be found in numerous domains 
of cognition (Mercier, 2016; Tetlock, 1992). Rather, the 
regulation of blame follows a set of (second-order) norms 
that are learned, enforced, broken, and—as are other 
norms—context-specific (e.g., stronger for high-status 
members, weaker for out-group members). We believe 
that these norms are old, having emerged out of small-
group living among nomadic hunter-gatherer societies in 
which costs of criticism and conflict are particularly high. 
Modern children are first socialized into similarly small 
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groups of intimates, but enacting the norms of blaming 
requires cognitive and communicative maturation over 
many years of socialization. It is not a trivial feat to fully 
integrate all evidence that informs blame and to track 
this information to provide warrant for one’s judgment.

Finally, we have maintained that the breakdown of 
blame regulation invites harsher blame (e.g., on social 
media); but absence of blame regulation may some-
times soften blame. For example, if a community 
demands a severe judgment of a hated out-group mem-
ber’s transgression, then an individual blamer, if freed 
from these community demands (e.g., through online 
anonymity), may arrive at milder judgments. This, 
finally, raises a fundamental question: Are people, by 
default, responsible moral judges (who can be cor-
rupted by social pressures), or are they fundamentally 
motivated by an urgent desire to blame (and must be 
regulated)? Whichever is closer to the truth, the social 
regulation of blame promises to shape humans to be 
generally more responsible, if imperfect, moral judges.
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