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Abstract

According to previous research, threatening people’s belief in free will may undermine moral judgments and behavior. Four
studies tested this claim. Study | used a Velten technique to threaten people’s belief in free will and found no effects on moral
behavior, judgments of blame, and punishment decisions. Study 2 used six different threats to free will and failed to find effects on
judgments of blame and wrongness. Study 3 found no effects on moral judgment when manipulating general free will beliefs but
found strong effects when manipulating the perceived choice capacity of the judged agent. Study 4 used pretested narratives that
varied agents’ apparent free will and found that perceived choice capacity mediated the relationship between free will and blame.
These results suggest that people’s general beliefs about whether free will exists have no impact on moral judgments but specific

judgments about the agent’s choice capacity do.
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Over the last decade, interest in free will has exploded. Since
2004, scholarly publications on the topic have quadrupled,
and debates about free will have been repeatedly featured
in the popular press (e.g., Nahmias, 2011; Overbye, 2007;
Stafford, 2013). For many, questions concerning free will are
important because free will is believed to underpin human
morality and legitimize punishment (Darwin, 1840; Dennett,
1984; Nichols, 2011). Some scholars have even worried that
should the existence of free will be disproven it would provide
the ultimate excuse for people to behave immorally, and it
would undermine (or at least fundamentally change) legal and
social institutions (Greene & Cohen, 2004; Vohs & Schooler,
2008).

Indeed, in one of the first demonstrations of manipulating
free will beliefs, Vohs and Schooler (2008) showed that
threatening people’s belief in free will made people more
likely to steal and cheat compared to people whose belief
remained intact. A complementary set of findings on free
will and moral judgment showed that threatening belief in
free will caused people to become more permissive in their
moral judgments, to attribute less moral responsibility to
others, and to endorse weaker forms of punishment for
serious moral violations (Krueger, Hoffman, Walter, &
Grafman, 2013; Shariff et al., 2014).

However, some of these findings have been recently called
into question. In a major effort to replicate 100 prominent

findings in psychology, Nosek and colleagues (Open Science
Collaboration, 2015) failed to replicate the seminal finding
by Vohs and Schooler (2008), and other researchers have
documented similar difficulties in finding behavioral effects
of manipulated free will beliefs (Schooler, Nadelhoffer,
Nahmias, & Vohs, 2014). In the current work, we present four
studies that investigate whether threats to free will affect
moral judgments of blame and punishment. However, in
addition to replicating previous findings, we offer an explana-
tion for why manipulations of free will beliefs may be ineffec-
tive. We suggest that manipulating people’s belief in free will
has weak or no effect on moral judgment because such a gen-
eral belief does not enter people’s actual judgments of an
agent’s immoral behavior; by contrast, an agent’s choice
capacity does (Monroe, Dillon, & Malle, 2014; Monroe &
Malle, 2010, 2014).
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What is Free Will?

The primary approach to study the impact of free will on
moral judgment has been to manipulate and measure people’s
general “beliefin free will.” This belief is said to be grounded
in the assumption that human action is metaphysically special,
immune to the laws of causality (Wegner, 2002), and incom-
patible with science (Cashmore, 2010; Montague, 2008).
Therefore, researchers attempt to manipulate this general
belief using statements arguing that people “‘are nothing but
a pack of neurons” (Crick, 1995, p. 3) or “free will is a side
effect of the architecture of the mind”’ (Vohs & Schooler,
2008, p. 50).

A different approach is to consider free will not as a meta-
physical phenomenon that people (may or may not) believe
in, but as a folk concept that carries psychological assumptions
about human action. Along these lines, Monroe and Malle
(2010) probed people’s concept of free will by inviting them
to report ‘““what you think it means to have free will”’ (p.
214). This study revealed a surprisingly straightforward (and
psychologically tractable) concept of free will. People defined
free will as the ability to make a choice while being reasonably
free of coercion. Similarly, Stillman, Baumeister, and Mele
(2011) asked participants to produce autobiographical accounts
of behaviors that were ““of their own free will” and found that
participants reported pursuing goals, making choices, and
resisting temptation as examples of freely willed behaviors.
Further, experiments using community interviews and
reaction-time measures (Monroe & Malle, 2014) and work in
experimental philosophy (Nahmias & Thompson, 2014) pres-
ent a picture of free will that is “psychological’—defined not
by metaphysical assumptions but by a capacity for choice and
freedom from constraint.

Recent work by Nahmias, Shepard, and Reuter (2014) sug-
gests that this folk concept strongly influences intuitions about
moral responsibility. In a series of studies, they showed that
when a person’s behavior is coerced (e.g., through neural
manipulation), perceivers deny that the person had free will
or was morally responsible for her actions (for similar findings,
see Woolfolk, Doris, & Darley, 2006). Additionally, the effect
of neural manipulation on free will attributions is mediated by
whether perceivers believe that the person’s ability to choose
was bypassed (Nahmias et al., 2014). Thus, determining
whether a person has free will and is morally responsible
depends on her mental states. If one’s desires and choices are
efficacious for causing action, then free will and morally
responsibility are affirmed; if those psychological capacities
are disabled or bypassed, then free will and moral responsibil-
ity are left in question. Moreover, pitting free will against the
components of people’s folk concept of free will showed that
only the folk concept predicted blame (Monroe et al., 2014).

These data suggest that the psychological components of
people’s folk concept of free will drive people’s moral intui-
tions over and above people’s general belief in free will. We
therefore designed four studies that assess moral judgment
(and, in one study, moral behavior') and pit the efficacy of

general free will beliefs against the efficacy of perceived
choice capacity—the core of people’s folk concept of free
will—in influencing moral judgments.

Study 1 uses the ubiquitous Velten (1968) free will manip-
ulation to threaten people’s belief in free will (Vohs &
Schooler, 2008) and examines the effects on moral behavior
(stealing), moral judgments of blame, and punishment deci-
sions. Study 2 probes the effects of six different threats to free
will beliefs on moral judgments of blame and wrongness.
Study 3 assesses how blame and punishment are affected by
either a manipulation of general free will belief or a manipu-
lation of an agent’s perceived choice capacity. Finally, Study
4 employs pretested vignettes that vary agents’ apparent free
will to examine whether perceptions of choice capacity med-
iate the relationship between variations in apparent free will
and judgments of blame.

Study |

Method
Design and Participants

The design of the study was a 2 (free will threat vs. control) x 3
(moral decision task: moral behavior, moral judgment, punish-
ment) between-subjects design. We conducted an a priori
power analysis to determine the sample size necessary for
detecting an effect of the free will manipulation. A survey of
the free will literature revealed highly variable effects of free
will manipulations with effect sizes ranging between
d = 1.32 (Vohs & Schooler, 2008, Study 2) to d = .45 (Shariff
et al., 2014, Study 3). Given this variability, we used a conser-
vative estimate of the effect size (d = .40) and desired power of
.90. The power analysis revealed a minimum required sample
size of 133 per cell. We oversampled slightly because the study
was online.

Participants (n = 1,080, 53% female) were recruited via
Amazon Mechanical Turk and paid US$1.00. Participants’
average age was 33.4 years (SD = 12.1), they were moderately
religious (M = 2.35, SD = 1.41; 1 = not at all religious, 5 = very
religious), and politically slightly left-of-center (M = 3.34,
SD = 1.58; 1 = very liberal, 7 = very conservative).

Procedure

Participants completed the study online. They read 15 state-
ments and rewrote them in their own words. Participants in
the free will threat condition (» = 512) read deterministic
statements designed to reduce belief in free will (Vohs &
Schooler, 2008), such as: “All behavior is determined by
brain activity, which in turn is determined by a combination
of environmental and genetic factors.” Participants in the
control group (n = 512) read neutral scientific statements
(e.g., “Oceans cover 71% of the Earth’s surface.”). Partici-
pants then responded to a manipulation check question,
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which asked to which extent they agreed with the statement
“I have free will” (scale: 0 = disagree to 100 = agree), fol-
lowed by the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule
(PANAS), and the Free Will and Determinism subscales
of the Free Will Inventory (Nadelhoffer, Shepard, Nahmias,
Sripada, & Ross, 2014).

Afterward, participants were assigned to one of three
tasks: moral behavior (n = 363), moral judgment (n =
352), or punishment (n = 365). In the moral behavior task,
participants could earn a cash bonus by stealing money from
another person. Participants were informed that they would
be paired with another person and randomly assigned to
either the role of Worker 1 or Worker 2. Worker 1 would
have the opportunity to earn a bonus payment by stealing
from Worker 2. The study explained that this was a one-
shot, anonymous interaction. Worker 2 would not find out
their identity nor would Worker 2 have an opportunity to
retaliate.

Once the participants read these instructions, they saw a
screen with an animated loading bar and the text “searching for
other workers” displayed for 12 s, followed by a screen that
read: “connecting to other worker.” Participants then learned
that they had been assigned to the role of Worker 1 and could
earn a bonus by stealing from Worker 2. Participants decided
how much to steal using a slider bar incremented by US$0.10
between US$0.00 and US$1.00.

In the moral judgment and punishment conditions, parti-
cipants were told that they would be paired with two other
workers and randomly assigned to the role of Worker 1, 2,
or 3. The roles of Workers 1 and 2 were described identi-
cally to the moral behavior condition. Worker 3’s task was
to evaluate the interaction between Worker 1 and Worker 2.
Following this description, participants saw the animated
screens: “‘looking for workers” and ““connecting to work-
ers” and learned that they had been assigned to the role
of Worker 3.

Participants then read a description of the interaction between
Worker 1 and Worker 2 indicating that Worker 1 had stolen
US$0.80 from Worker 2. In the moral judgment condition, par-
ticipants were asked ‘“How much do you blame Worker 1 for
stealing from Worker 2?” (scale: 0 = no blame at all to 8 = the
most blame possible). In the punishment condition, participants
were told ““You can punish Worker 1 for stealing from Worker
2 by taking away part of Worker 1’s payment.” Participants
decided how much to punish Worker 1 using a slider bar incre-
mented by US$0.10 between US$0.00 and US$0.80. After their
assigned task, participants completed a brief reactance measure,
a demographic questionnaire, and were debriefed.

Results
Manipulation Check

Participants in the free will threat condition reported lower
agreement with the statement I have free will than participants
in the control condition, #1,078) = —10.5, p <.0001, d = .64,

Table I. Descriptive Statistics for Study | Manipulation Check
Variables.

Dependent Measure Free Will Threat Control
Self-reported free will belief 66.8 (28.9)* 82.6 (20.0)*
Free Will Inventory

Free Will subscale 4.77 (1.25)* 5.03 (1.17)*

Determinism subscale 3.24 (1.26)* 3.06 (1.16)*

Negative emotion (PANAS) 1.38 (0.62)* 1.28 (0.51)*

Reactance 3.01 (0.57) 3.00 (0.59)
Note. PANAS = Positive and Negative Affect Schedule.
*p < .05.
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Figure I. Study | (n = 1,024): Threatening free will beliefs using Vohs
and Schooler’s (2008) Velten technique did not significantly affect
participants’ immoral behavior (stealing from another participant),
their moral judgments of blame, or their punishment decisions. Error
bars = 4+ | SE.

95% confidence interval (CI) [0.52, 0.76] (see Table 1 for
means). Further, relative to control, participants in the free will
threat condition had significantly reduced scores on the Free
Will subscale, #(1,078) = —3.52, p = .0004, d = .21, 95% CI
[0.09, 0.33] and increased scores on the Determinism subscale,
#(1,078) = 2.51, p = .012, d = .15, 95% CI [0.03, 0.27]. The
free will threat also significantly increased negative emotion
as measured by the PANAS, #1,078) = 2.90, p = .004, d = .18,
95% CI [0.06, 0.30]; however, the free will manipulation
did not affect reactance, #(1,078) = .26, p = .798, d = .01,
95% CI [-0.1, 0.13].

Moral Behavior, Blame, and Punishment

The main goal of the study was to examine whether, consis-
tent with previous research, threatening free will beliefs
would increase immoral behavior (i.e., stealing from other
participants) and decrease the severity of people’s blame
judgments and punishment. Neither prediction was con-
firmed. Free will threat had no effect on immoral behavior,
t(361) = —.77, p = .94, d = .08, 95% CI [—0.12, 0.29]; no
effect on blame, #350) = —.60, p = .55, d = .06, 95% CI
[—0.14, 0.27]; and no effect on punishment, #(363) = 1.27,
p=.20,d=.13,95% CI [—0.07, 0.34] (see Figure 1).
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Discussion

We attempted a conceptual replication of previous studies in
which threatening people’s belief in free will increased immoral
behavior (Vohs & Schooler, 2008) and reduced punitive moral
judgments and punishment (Krueger et al., 2013; Shariff et al.,
2014). Despite evidence that the manipulation successfully
threatened people’s free will beliefs, there was no discernable
effect on people’s moral judgments or moral behavior.

Two potential explanations for the lack of significant find-
ings are apparent. First, our study may have employed the
wrong threat to free will manipulation. While the Velten proce-
dure is the most successful and widely used free will manipula-
tion, other researchers have employed different types of threats
(e.g., a description of determinism, a future-predicting super-
computer, or a description of neural causality; see Greene &
Cohen, 2004; Nahmias, Morris, Nadelhoffer, & Turner, 2005;
Nichols & Knobe, 2007). One of these manipulations may be
more effective.

Second, although the free will manipulation successfully
shifted people’s endorsements of general free will beliefs, it
failed to make a difference for how people experienced their
own or another person’s immoral behavior. If moral assess-
ments are based primarily on ascriptions of the psychological
constituents of free will, and if these constituents are unaffected
by a free will manipulation, then this would explain the failure
of free will manipulations to alter people’s moral assessments.

Study 2

We explored both possibilities in Study 2 by testing a broader
array of free will challenges and their effects on both people’s
moral judgments and folk-psychological judgments (of choice,
intentionality, and free will) of a fictitious target person.

Method
Participants

Data were collected at a Rhode Island public beach (n = 275).
Researchers approached potential participants individually,
confirmed that they were at least 18 years old, and obtained
verbal consent. To minimize demands on participants’ time and
to guarantee anonymity, researchers did not collect any demo-
graphic information.

Materials

Participants were randomly assigned to one of eight conditions:
one of six free will threat conditions, a profree will condition,
or a no-claim control. In the threat conditions, participants read
a brief claim arguing against the existence of free will (though
free will was never mentioned); in the profree will condition,
participants read a brief claim buttressing belief in free will;
in the no-claim control condition, participants did not read any
claim. All participants then considered a description of an
agent’s blameworthy behavior and completed the dependent
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Figure 2. Study 2 (n = 275): Testing six distinct free will threats
against a profree will and a no-statement control revealed no effects
on moral judgments of blame and wrongness. Error bars = + | SE.

measures (see Supplemental Materials for the specific claims
and the behavior description).

Dependent measures included ratings of blame for the agent
(0 = no blame at all to 6 = very much blame) and judging the
wrongness of the agent’s behavior (0 = not wrong at all to
6 = very wrong). Finally, participants evaluated a list of three
folk-psychological descriptions of the agent’s behavior (e.g.,
“acted intentionally”’) and whether the agent had free will,
using a scale from 1 (not at all correct) through 2 (maybe correct)
to 3 (certainly correct).”> Note that this free will question does
not assess people’s own belief in free will, but their inclina-
tion to ascribe free will to the agent.

Results

As in Study 1, there was no effect of free will threats on peo-
ple’s judgments of blame, F(7, 266) = 1.07, p = .38, n2 =.03,
95% CI [0.00, 0.05] or wrongness, F(7,265) = 1.18, p = .31,
n? = .03, 95% CI [0.00, 0.05]. None of the claims about the
nonexistence of free will altered people’s moral judgments.
Across conditions, participants made strong blame judg-
ments and labeled the target person’s behavior as morally
wrong (see Figure 2). We also compared pooled data from
the six free will threat conditions against the profree will
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Figure 3. Study 2 (n = 275): Ascriptions of free will and endorsements of folk-psychological descriptions of behavior (choice, intention, and
acting freely) remained high and robust across free will threat conditions.

and control conditions and found no effect on blame or pun-
ishment (s < 1.30, ps >. 2).

Similarly, assessments of the folk-psychological descrip-
tions of the target person’s behavior were unaltered by the free
will challenges (see Figure 3). Regardless of condition, most
participants found it “certainly correct” that the person had
free will (78%), x*(14, n = 275) = 13.4, p = .49; had the capac-
ity for choice (92%), ¥*(14, n = 275) = 16.4, p = .29; acted
freely (73%), x*(14, n = 275) = 19.0 p = .16; and acted inten-
tionally (60%), x*(14, n = 275) = 12.1, p = .60.

Discussion

Two studies failed to find evidence for the hypothesis that
threats to belief in free will influence people’s moral judgments
of others (Studies 1 and 2) or their own moral behavior
(Study 1). Study 2 tested a broad set of free will threats and
showed that moral judgments were unaffected. While we cau-
tion against strong interpretations of any one challenge, a post
hoc power analysis showed that our pooled analysis had
80% power to detect effect sizes of d = .40.

Across manipulations, people also steadfastly endorsed
folk-psychological descriptions of the agent’s behavior. This
result may explain why manipulations of free will beliefs do

not influence moral judgments, namely, because they do not
alter the critical elements in moral assessments—people’s
judgment of whether the observed agent acted on their own free
will. That judgment, according to people’s folk concept of free
will, is constituted by the judgments of choice and the absence
of constraints (Monroe & Malle, 2010, 2014). If this explana-
tion is correct, then manipulating the core of these constitutive
judgments (choice capacity), not the social perceiver’s general
belief in free will, should be effective in changing people’s
moral judgments. Study 3 tested this prediction by pitting a
manipulation of an observed agent’s ability to choose (to bring
about a desired outcome) against an in-lab manipulation of the
observer’s general free will belief.

Study 3

Method
Participants

Two hundred participants were recruited at a Southeastern state
university. Our sample was based on an a priori power analysis
(d = .40; power = .80) which revealed a required sample size
of 199. During the experiment, nine participants reported
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Figure 4. Study 3 (n =191): A threat to participants’ general belief in free will (gray vs. white bars) failed to significantly affect blame judgments
(Panel A) and punishment decisions (Panel B). By contrast, the perceived difference between the agent exerting choice versus randomly causing
harm (separated on each panel’s x-axis) strongly influenced blame and punishment. Error bars = + 1 SE.

knowing one of the three people in the stimulus video and were
disallowed from completing the experiment. Of the final 191
participants, 130 were females. Average age was 19.1 years
(SD = 1.08), and participants tended to be politically liberal
(M =3.33,8SD=1.57; 1 =veryliberal, 7 = very conservative).

Materials and Procedure

Upon arriving in the lab, participants were told that they would
be taking part in the two separate experiments. The first tested
reading fluency; the second examined judgments of other peo-
ple. The free will manipulation was embedded in the first part
of the experiment and identical to the manipulation used in
Study 1. Immediately following the free will manipulation, par-
ticipants responded to a manipulation check asking to what
extent they agreed with the statement I have free will (0 = dis-
agree to 100 = agree). Participants also completed the PANAS
and the Free Will and Determinism subscales of the Free Will
Inventory (Nadelhoffer et al., 2014).

Participants were then taken to a different testing room
where they learned that they were going to watch a brief video
recorded during a previous experiment in the lab and make
judgments of the people in the video. The video depicted three
people: an experimenter and two participants. In the video, the
experimenter explained that the participants were going to play
a competitive game for a chance to increase their payment for
the study (they had already been paid US$10 for participating).
In the choice condition, the video explained that one randomly
chosen participant would have the opportunity to steal from her
partner. The participant could choose to steal as much or as lit-
tle as she wanted from the partner. The random condition was
identical except that the amount stolen from the partner was
determined by a die roll (1-2 = she steals nothing; 3—4 = she
steals US$5; and 5—6 = she steals all her partner’s US$10)
rather than being chosen by the participant.

In both conditions, the video showed the target acquires
US$10 from her partner. Participants were asked to make two
judgments: (1) How much blame the participant deserves for
taking the other person’s money (0 = no blame at all to 8 = the

most blame possible) and (2) how much money they would take
away from the participant as punishment (on a slider bar incre-
mented by US$1 and ranging from US$0 to US$20). Afterward
participants completed a brief demographic questionnaire and
were debriefed.

Results
Manipulation Check

Replicating the findings from Study 1, the free will manipula-
tion significantly reduced self-reported belief in free will,
#(189) = —4.89, p = .00002, d = .71, 95% CI [0.42, 1.01].
Threatened participants reported less agreement with the state-
ment I have free will (M = 66.7, SD = 27.6) than control par-
ticipants (M = 82.9, SD = 18.0). Also, though negative
emotion was generally near floor, free will threat significantly
increased negative emotion (M = 1.49, SD = .73) relative
to control (M = 1.24, SD = .48), #(189) = 2.82, p = .005,
d = .33,95% CI [0.04, 0.62]. In contrast to Study 1, the free
will manipulation had no significant effects on the Free Will
(t = —.23, p = .82) or the Determinism subscales (¢t = .30,
p = .77) of the Free Will Inventory.

Effects of Free Will Belief and Agent’s Choice
on Blame and Punishment

Depicting the observed agent as having choice substantially
increased the amount of blame participants assigned to her,
F(1, 187) = 67.9, p < .0001, n* = .27, 95% CI [0.16, 0.36]
(see Figure 4). By contrast, manipulating participants’ general
free will beliefs had no impact on blame judgments, F(1, 187)
=2.59, p =.11,n* = .01, 95% CI [0.00, 0.06]. Likewise,
the choice manipulation increased recommended punish-
ment, F(1, 187) = 34.5, p < .0001, n? = .16, 95% CI
[0.07, 0.25], whereas the free will manipulation did not,
F(1, 187) = 1.66, p = .20, n* = .009, 95% CI [0.00, 0.05].
The interactions between the two manipulations had no impact
on either blame or punishment, Fs < .57, ps > .45.
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Discussion

Study 3 pitted an observed agent’s ability to choose a desired
outcome against a manipulation of observers’ free will belief.
As in the previous studies, the free will manipulation altered
participants’ declared free will beliefs but failed to affect their
moral judgments. By contrast, manipulating the agent’s choice
dramatically influenced both judgments of blame and recom-
mended punishment. These results suggest that people under-
stand people’s free will as a chosen action absent constraints
(Monroe & Malle, 2010, 2014) and that perceivers’ abstract
free will beliefs have no residual effect on moral judgment.

Study 4 examined more closely the relationship between
people’s perceptions of an observed agent’s free will, choice,
and their moral judgments of the agent’s behavior. Specifically,
we tested the hypothesis that variations in an agent’s apparent
free will influence people’s moral judgments primarily by
means of perceptions of the agent’s choice capacity.

Study 4

Method
Pretest

We constructed several stories in which an agent commits an
immoral act (assault) but experiences some degree of free will
incapacitation (weak, moderate, strong, or no-incapacitation
control; Supplemental Materials). Each incapacitation category
was represented by two different stories; the control category
was represented by one story. To establish that the stories
reduced perceptions of the agent’s free will, we asked 55 par-
ticipants to read 4 stories (1 from each category plus the control
story) and to answer the question: “Does [agent] have free
will?” (1 definitely no to 4 = not sure to 7 = definitely yes).
People reliably differentiated between the four conditions,
F(3,162) =37.6, p<.001, n* = .41. Planned contrasts showed
that participants judged the agent to have most free will in the
no-incapacitation control condition (M = 6.60, SD = .99), fol-
lowed by the weak (M = 6.16, SD = 1.32), moderate (M =
5.73, SD = 1.45), and strong incapacitation conditions (M =
4.51, SD = 1.70), Fs > 4.7, ps < .04

Participants

Participants (n = 282, 51% male) were recruited via Amazon
Mechanical Turk and received US$0.20. Average age was
33.7 years (SD = 11.3). Participants were weakly religious
(M =2.15, SD = 1.38; 1 = not at all religious, 5 very reli-
gious) and politically liberal (M = 3.02, SD = 1.62; 1 = very
liberal, 7 = very conservative).

Procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four free will
incapacitation conditions (weak, moderate, strong, or no-
incapacitation control). After reading the corresponding story,

participants were asked to make a moral judgment of the agent:
“How much blame does [agent] deserve?” (scale: 1 = no
blame at all to 7 = maximum blame) and to evaluate the agent’s
choice capacity: “Does [agent] have the capacity for choice?”
(scale: = 1 definitely no to 4 = not sure to 7 = definitely yes).
The order of the two questions was counterbalanced. Finally,
participants completed a short demographic questionnaire and
were debriefed.

Results

Impairments to agents’ free will significantly influenced judg-
ments of blame, F(3,278) =46.7, p <.001, n2 = .34, as well as
ascriptions of choice, F(3,278) = 56.7, p <.001, n? = .38. The
central prediction in this study, however, was that the effects of
the (pretested) free will manipulation on moral judgment would
be mediated by the agent’s perceived choice capacity. A med-
iation model using bootstrapping with 10,000 samples
(Preacher & Hayes, 2008) confirmed this prediction. The initial
effect of agents’ free will on perceivers’ judgment of blame
(b = .80, p <.0001, * = .30) was significantly reduced (final
b = .35, p <.0001, semipartial > = .04), once perceptions of
agents’ capacity for choice (b = .55, p < .0001, semipartial
#* = 23) was entered into the model, R* = .53, F(2, 279) =
158.0, p <.0001. Overall, ascriptions of choice explained more
than 5 times the amount of variance explained by free will.
Moreover, the final model included a substantial portion of pre-
dictive variance shared between manipulation and perceived
choice (#* = .26), interpretable as the aspects of the manipula-
tion that directly translate into choice perceptions.

General Discussion

Four studies examined the relationship between free will
beliefs and morality. Previous research suggested that threaten-
ing people’s belief in free will can undermine moral behavior
and moral judgment (Shariff & Vohs, 2014; Vohs & Schooler,
2008). Our data did not confirm such an impact. Despite evi-
dence of successfully manipulating free will beliefs, we failed
to find any significant effect on judgments of blame and pun-
ishment (Studies 1-3) and on moral behavior (Study 1). Fur-
ther, these null effects appeared in student and community
samples as well as in online and lab studies.

People may widely believe in free will (Sarkissian et al.,
2010); however, the present data make it unlikely that this
abstract belief plays an outsized role in people’s everyday
expressions of morality. Indeed, it would be odd if, when peo-
ple are attempting to adjudicate blame, they reflect on whether
they or others are the ultimate causes of their actions. This is
not to say that free will lacks any role in human morality. Once
free will is deconstructed into its psychological components
(with choice at the core), the components predict moral judg-
ments (Monroe et al., 2014). Accordingly, we show that
manipulated (Study 3) and measured (Study 4) perceptions of
agents’ choice capacity exert a powerful effect on moral judg-
ments. These findings suggest that people solve the problem of
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free will and morality in the same way they solve everyday
questions of blame and moral responsibility—by reflecting
on the mental states that guided an action (Malle, Guglielmo,
& Monroe, 2014). This interpretation is consistent with previ-
ous research on judgments of blame and punishment (Cush-
man, 2008; Lagnado & Channon, 2008; Martin & Cushman,
2016; Woolfolk et al., 2006; Young & Saxe, 2009) and high-
lights the psychological, rather than an abstract metaphysical,
nature of people’s concept of free will.

Additionally, these studies challenge the concern that evi-
dence from the sciences (and neuroscience in particular) will
overturn people’s belief in free will, leading to drastic conse-
quences for how society deals with moral responsibility
(Greene & Cohen, 2004; Vohs & Schooler, 2008). Science may
indeed threaten (and potentially overturn) a metaphysical belief
in free will; however, most people do not seem to subscribe to
such a metaphysical notion (Monroe & Malle, 2010, 2014), and
our data suggest that, whatever concept of free will they do
have, it appears to be largely unrelated to human morality.

The conclusion that free will doesn’t matter for morality
may be controversial. How can the assumption of free will be
irrelevant to moral judgments? We suggest that free will is a
shorthand people use for ascribing choice and lack of con-
straints. Once free will is unpacked into these psychological
constituents, there is little left for an abstract concept to predict.
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Notes

1. We included moral behavior in Study 1 to try to replicate Vohs and
Schooler’s (2008) study, which recently failed to replicate (Open
Science Collaboration, 2015).

2. Participants were also asked about four metaphysical descriptions
of the agent’s behavior (see Supplemental Materials).

3. Stories within each category were comparable and were collapsed
in all analyses.
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