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Abstract 

Previous research suggests that personality traits predict dilemma decision-making in sacrificial 

dilemmas where causing harm maximizes overall outcomes. However, such work cannot 

disentangle whether such findings reflect aversion to causing harm or desire to maximize 

outcomes, and traits that predict both may be subject to suppression. To clarify past work, we 

assessed the Big Five Inventory to measure extraversion, conscientiousness, neuroticism, 

agreeableness, and openness, and the HEXACO to assess these traits plus honesty/humility. We 

also assessed incongruent and congruent dilemmas to compute process dissociation parameters 

reflecting harm-rejection (deontological parameter) and outcome-maximization (utilitarian 

parameter) response tendencies. Across two studies, Big 5 agreeableness and HEXACO 

honesty/humility predicted deontological but not utilitarian tendencies, as did Big 5 neuroticism. 

Conscientiousness predicted both increased utilitarian and deontological tendencies, whereas 

extraversion predicted lower scores on both (resulting in suppression). Together these findings 

both corroborate and challenge past work, suggesting that agreeableness and/or honesty/humility 

and neuroticism predict aversion to causing harm, whereas conscientiousness and low 

extraversion predict a balance of concern for harming individuals and saving the group.   
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 Sacrificial dilemmas involve causing harm to maximize overall well-being. For example, 

imagine hiding in a basement with other townspeople while murderous Nazi soldiers search for 

everyone, when an orphaned baby is about to cry. You must either smother the baby to prevent 

its cries from summoning the soldiers, killing him to save the townspeople, or let the baby cry, 

causing the Nazi soldiers to find and kill everyone. Considerable research examines the 

psychological mechanisms that influence decisions on such dilemmas (e.g., Greene et al., 2004). 

Recently researchers extended work to examine how personality traits influence responses to 

dilemmas, such as the Big Five personality dimensions: openness, conscientiousness, 

extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism (John & Srivastava, 1999). 

However, recent studies contradict one another: one found that people higher in 

agreeableness and conscientiousness tend to accept harm to maximize outcomes (Christensen et 

al., 2014), whereas the other found that people high in agreeableness and conscientiousness tend 

to reject harm, even harm that maximizes outcomes (Szekley, 2018). Moreover, past work has 

typically assessed only the Big Five personality dimensions, which fails to asses an additional 

construct added by the HEXACO, which disentangles agreeableness from honesty/humility, the 

willingness to manipulate someone and level of Machiavellianism (Ashton, 4 M.C., & Lee, 

2009). Moreover, past work has typically assessed only conventional dilemmas responding 

where causing harm is treated as the diametric opposite of maximizing outcomes. Conversely, 

we applied process dissociation (Conway & Gawronski, 2013) to assess these response 

tendencies independently. This allowed us to clarify whether the effects of personality in past 

work primarily reflects aversion to causing harm or concern for overall outcomes, as well as 

detect cases of suppression, where a single trait predicts increases or decreases in both response 

tendencies simultaneously. By assessing both the Big 5 and HEXACO, and assessing both harm 
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rejection and outcome-maximization, we aim to clarify past work regarding how personality 

predicts responses to sacrificial dilemmas.  

Sacrificial Dilemmas  

 Sacrificial dilemmas, such as the crying baby dilemma described above, were originally 

invented by philosophers to illustrate fine-grained distinctions between ethical theories (Foot, 

1969), but for the past two decades, scientific research has examined the psychology behind 

dilemma decisions (e.g., Crockett, 2013; Cushman, 2013). Such work typically describes harm-

rejection decisions as deontological, insofar as they are broadly consistent with absolute 

prohibitions against causing harm, regardless of outcomes, a core tenet of deontological ethics 

(Kant, 1785/1959). Conversely, such work typically describes harm-acceptance decisions as 

utilitarian, insofar as they are broadly consistent with a focus on maximizing overall outcomes, 

regardless of whether doing so entails causing harm, a core tenet of utilitarian ethics (e.g., Mill, 

1861/1998). Hence, in the crying baby dilemma, people refusing to smother is described as a 

deontological response, whereas smothering the baby to save everyone is described as a 

utilitarian response. Importantly, most sacrificial dilemma decisions do not appear to be caused 

by explicit adherence to deontological or utilitarian ideals (Kahane et al., 2015, 2018; Conway et 

al., 2018).  

 Instead, empirical research suggests that various psychological mechanisms lead to 

dilemma decisions. The best-known model is a dual process model proposed by Greene and 

colleagues (2004), suggesting that deontological judgements primarily reflect affective 

processing, such as empathy for victims and aversion to actions that inflict harm, whereas 

utilitarian judgments primarily reflect cognitive processing focused on weighting the outcomes 

of engaging in versus refraining from action. Although there are many criticisms of this model 
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(e.g., Bauman et al., 2014; Royzman & Landy, 2018; Ann & Cohen, 2017; Kahane et al., 2015; 

Gawronski et al., 2017; Baron & Gürçay, 2017), and there is clearly more complexity involved, 

nonetheless, there remains general support for the broad affective/cognitive distinction proposed 

by this model (e.g., Amit & Greene, 2012; Byrd & Conway, 2019; Reynolds & Conway, 2018; 

Patil et al., 2019; Conway et al., 2018).   

 One challenge in sacrificial dilemma work is that most studies assess only conventional 

dilemmas where harm-rejection and outcome-maximization are treated as diametric opposites 

(e.g., Greene et al., 2004). Thus, such dilemmas measure only the relative strength of two 

response tendencies pitted against one another: the tendency to reject harm versus the tendency 

to maximize outcomes. As a result, such work suffers from suppression effects that mask the true 

underlying response patterns when both point in the same direction. For example, Miller and 

colleagues (2014) found that only aversion to performing—not witnessing—harm predicted 

dilemmas decisions using conventional dilemmas. Reynolds and Conway (2018) replicated this 

effect for conventional dilemmas, but also employed a technique called process dissociation 

(Conway & Gawronski, 2013) to disentangle harm-rejection from outcome-maximization 

response tendencies in sacrificial dilemmas. This process dissociation analysis revealed that 

aversion to witnessing harm predicted both increased harm-rejection (deontological) and 

outcome-maximization (utilitarian) response tendencies independently, effects that suppressed 

(i.e., cancelled out) for conventional judgments. Likewise, measures like moral identity (Conway 

& Gawronski, 2013), moral conviction about harm (Conway et al., 2018), and syllogistic (but not 

mathematical) reasoning predicted increases in both parameters (Byrd & Conway, 2019), 

whereas measures like psychopathy and egoism predict decreases in both parameters (Conway et 

al., 2018). All such patterns result in partial or complete suppression, diminishing or eliminating 
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the impact of these measures on conventional relative dilemma judgments that treat 

deontological and utilitarian responses as opposites.  

Process dissociation is a content-agnostic procedure applied widely in psychology 

(Jacoby, 1991; Payne & Bishara, 2009), that relies on obtaining a response to both incongruent 

cases, like conventional relative dilemmas, where causing harm maximizes overall well-being, as 

well as corresponding congruent cases where the same harmful action reduces overall well-

being, and thus consideration of either harm-rejection or outcome-maximization both forbid 

causing harm. By subjecting responses across both congruent and incongruent cases to a 

processing tree and following the six formulae described by Conway and Gawronski (2013), 

researchers can independently estimate the degree of harm-rejection (deontology parameter) and 

outcome-maximization (utilitarian parameter) response tendencies in sacrificial dilemmas. In the 

current work, we likewise employed process dissociation to examine whether personality traits 

identified in recent work predict only one or both parameters—in other words, whether a degree 

of suppression may be occurring. If so, such suppression effects may explain why past studies 

present different results regarding the impact of personality traits on dilemma responses. 

(Christensen et al., 2014; Szekely, 2018).  

The Big Five Personality Dimensions and Dilemmas  

 This is where personality comes into play. Recently, researches have begun examining 

how different personality traits predict responses to sacrificial dilemmas. Most of this work has 

focused on the Big Five personality factors (John & Srivastava, 1999). The big five assesses five 

dimensions of personality that aim to broadly capture much of the variation in personality 

without examining so many dimensions as to become unwieldy (e.g., John & Srivastava, 1999). 

Specifically, the big five assesses 1) agreeableness:  cooperation and leniency towards others, 2) 
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extraversion:  confidence and social interaction, 3) openness: inquisitiveness and interest in the 

unusual, 4) conscientiousness: organization and discipline towards goals, and 5) neuroticism: 

emotional stability.  

Broadly, we expected to replicate findings from two previous studies. Szekely (2018) 

measured the Big Five personality traits and dilemma responses both in terms of moral 

judgments (is this action acceptable?) but also choices (would you do it?), which can differ (e.g., 

Pletti, Lotto, Buodo, & Sarlo, 2017). In Study 1, she found that conscientiousness predicted 

harm-rejection (i.e., increased deontological/reduced utilitarian) responses for both moral 

judgments and choices. Study 2 did not yield significant results. In Study 3, she found that 

agreeableness predicted both emotional arousal and harm-rejection (deontological) response 

tendencies. However, conscientiousness negatively predicted utilitarian response tendencies, 

suggesting people who were more conscientious strove to avoid considering utilitarian response 

options. Such a pattern is consistent with people who closely adhere to moral rules (Fleishmann 

et al., 2019); which may be common in the population of this sample of Romanian people, who 

tend to be fairly religious (Szekley, Opre, & Miu, 2015). It is possible a different pattern may 

emerge in a different sample, such as the American Mturk samples employed here.   

However, not all findings are consistent across past studies. Christensen and colleagues 

(2014) measured the big 5 personality traits and responses to conventional relative dilemmas, as 

well as emotional sensitivity. What they found was that emotional sensitivity (neuroticism)  

predicted deontological responses but when they examined the big five traits,  they found the 

opposite of those of Szekely (2018): as people who scored higher in agreeableness and 

conscientiousness were more likely to accept harm to maximize outcomes (i.e., increased 

utilitarian/decreased deontological judgments).  
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Hence, we aimed to conduct a replication and clarification study using process 

dissociation, measuring the big five personality factors, and examining how well our results 

match with those of Szekely (2018) and Christensen and colleagues (2014). Our first hypothesis 

predicts a strong correlation between those who have higher utilitarian responses and low 

neuroticism. Our second hypothesis predicts that there will be a correlation between those who 

score high in deontological responses and high agreeableness, high honesty/humility, and high 

neuroticism. These predictions draw upon past studies as Szekely (2018) and Christensen and 

colleagues (2014) found that neuroticism and agreeableness predicted deontological judgements. 

Moreover, we added a second personality measure: the HEXACO.  

The HEXACO Personality Dimensions and Dilemmas  

 Whereas the Big Five is a natural staring place for personality investigations, as it is the 

most widely employed personality measure in psychology, it is not without criticism. In 

particular, some critics argue that the big five fails to disentangle general agreeableness from 

concerns about morality (e.g., Lee, Ogunfowora & Ashton, 2005). Agreeableness involves acting 

generally nice and cooperative, but also suggests a meek willingness to go along with unethical 

norms and behavior so as to ‘get along’ better. Conversely, concerns about morality, such as 

those reflected in moral identity (Aquino & Reed, 2002), can motivate people to act generally 

nice and cooperative, but they also suggest a strong stance against unethical group norms and 

behavior (e.g., Aquino et al., 2011). In other words, agreeableness and concerns about morality 

may differ in terms of the degree of ‘moral backbone’ people demonstrate.   

 To examine moral concerns in addition to classic big five personality dimensions, we 

employed the HEXACO. The HEXACO builds upon the big five but splits up agreeableness into 

two categories: agreeableness and honesty/humility, reflecting moral concerns (Lee, Ogunfowora 
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& Ashton, 2005). Hence, the HEXACO measures six traits: 1) agreeableness – cooperation and 

leniency towards others, 2) extraversion – confidence and social interaction, 3) openness – 

inquisitiveness and interest in the unusual, 4) conscientiousness – organization and discipline 

towards goals, 5) neuroticism – emotional stability, and 6) honesty/humility – willingness to be 

forthright rather than manipulative, and minimal thoughts of personal entitlement. Thus, the 

HEXACO has an advantage over the Big Five by splitting up agreeableness to clarify which 

traits best predict responses to sacrificial dilemmas.  

 Conceptually, honesty/humility is approximately the opposite of antisocial personality 

traits like Machiavellianism and psychopathy. Bartels and Pizarro (2011) and others (e.g., 

Kahane et al., 2015; Koenigs et al., 2007; Djeriouat & Trémolière, 2014) found that people 

higher in such antisocial personality measures score higher on utilitarian responses in 

conventional relative dilemmas. This pattern is theorized to reflect emotional deficits in such 

participants, making them willing to cause harm no matter the outcome. People high in antisocial 

personality traits tend to score low on neuroticism, in other words, they are less emotionally 

reactive to others’ emotions, threats, frustrations, or losses (Lahey, 2009). However, such 

findings reflect only responses on conventional relative dilemmas. When assessed via process 

dissociation, psychopathy and other measures of personality fail to positively predict utilitarian 

response tendencies. Instead, they negatively predict deontological tendencies, and even, to a 

lesser degree, predict reduced utilitarian tendencies. Therefore, we predicted that honesty-

humility would demonstrate the opposite pattern: it would predict increased deontological 

tendencies, and, to a lesser degree, increased utilitarian tendencies. Such a pattern would also be 

consistent with other measures of moral concern, such as moral identity (Conway & Gawronski, 

2013) moral conviction about harm (Conway et al., 2018).  
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The Current Work  

Given the methodological limitations and mixed findings in past work, we conducted two 

replication and clarification studies using process dissociation, measuring the big five personality 

factors and the HEXACO. Overall, we expected to replicate the patterns in past work: Our first 

hypothesis predicts a strong correlation between those who have higher utilitarian responses and 

low neuroticism and humility/honesty. Our second hypothesis predicts that there will be a 

correlation between those who score high in deontological responses and high agreeableness, 

high humility and high neuroticism.  

Study 1 

This study examined the relationship between personality traits on the Big five and 

HEXACO with the deontological and utilitarian process dissociation parameters using the PD 

Dilemma Battery (Conway & Gawronski, 2013). We computed a correlation for each personality 

trait and each parameter. We predicted that, similar to past work, agreeableness and neuroticism 

would predict reduced acceptance of sacrificial harm—i.e., ‘less utilitarian’ or ‘more 

deontological’ judgments on conventional relative dilemmas. Moreover, we anticipated that a 

process dissociation analysis would reveal that effects are driven by increases in harm-rejection 

(deontological) tendencies rather than reductions in outcome-focused (utilitarian) tendencies. 

Moreover, they should emerge for both the Big 5 and HEXACO personality measures and hold 

in regressions using each full scale (separately) to predict each parameter. We also anticipated 

that honesty-humility on the HEXACO would predict increased in the D parameter. Finally, we 

examined gender and religiosity, which are known to impact dilemma responding (e.g., Friesdorf 
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et al., 2015; Piazza & Landy, 2013).1 

Method  

Participants. We recruited 200 Florida State University undergraduate students. We 

assessed an attention check (Oppenheimer et al., 2011) and excluded all participants (n = 77) 

who failed it, resulting in a final sample of 123 (92 females, 31 males; Mage = 18.92, SD = 1.30 

years). 

Procedure and Materials. Participants completed the Big Five Personality Inventory, 

the HEXACO, a dilemma battery, and demographics.   

Big Five Inventory. Participants completed a 44-item inventory measuring the five 

factors of personality (agreeableness, extraversion, neuroticism, conscientiousness, and 

openness). Responses were on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) made up of 

statements such as Has an assertive personality or Is sometimes shy, inhibited (John & 

Srivastava, 1999). Some responses required reverse coding which we then computed the 

averages for each trait.  

HEXACO. Participants completed a 60-item inventory measuring the six personality 

traits (agreeableness, extraversion, neuroticism, conscientiousness, and openness and 

humility/honesty). Each response was on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) 

and consisted of statements such as I would be quite bored by a visit to an art gallery (Ashton,  

4 M.C., & Lee, 2009). We reverse coded responses to negatively worded items and computed 

averages for each trait.   

 
!
!For exploratory purposes, we included two additional measures related to moral thinking: the focus on ethical 

considerations scale, tapping a general tendency to notice and care about ethical situations, and the anti-prejudice 

scale, assessing beliefs that one should personally avoid engage in in prejudice (non-prejudice), as well as beliefs 

that one should actively fight against prejudice (anti-prejudice), but these measures are beyond the scope of the 

current work and will not be considered further.!
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 Religiosity. Participants completed the Santa Clara Strength of Religious Faith 

Questionnaire (Plante & Boccaccini, 1997) consisting of questions used to assess the role of faith 

in one’s life. Participants’ were asked to indicate how strongly they agree or disagree with 

statements regarding how religious they are on a scale of from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 

(strongly agree).  

PD Dilemma Battery. Next, participants completed a moral dilemma battery (Conway & 

Gawronski, 2013) consisting of 10 total dilemmas, each with one incongruent and congruent 

version. Incongruent dilemmas pit responses consistent with deontological ethics against 

responses consistent with utilitarian ethics, because causing harm maximizes outcomes. For 

example, one dilemma asks participants whether it would be appropriate to torture someone to 

uncover and disarm explosives that would kill civilians in a city. A proposition such as this 

would go against the deontological principle of not wanting to cause harm, but it would be 

acceptable to the utilitarian principle (harm one to save many). Congruent dilemmas propose 

similar situations where the positive outcomes of harm are reduced, such that rejecting harm is 

now broadly consistent with both deontological and utilitarian principles. For example, the 

congruent version of the torture dilemma asks whether it is appropriate to torture a man to 

uncover and disarm harmless paint bombs. Torturing the man will not save lives, therefore both 

the utilitarian and deontological response would be to decline torturing the man.  

For each dilemma, we asked the participants whether it is appropriate to engage in the 

harmful action. Participants responded to each dilemma with either Yes, I find this appropriate or 

No, I find this inappropriate. We then computed total responses to each class of dilemma. 

Accepting harm on incongruent dilemmas parallels conventional relative dilemma analyses, 

because causing harm saves lives (e.g., Greene et al., 2001; Christiansen et al., 2014). Following 
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the six formulae described in Conway and Gawronski (2013), we also computed the 

deontological and utilitarian parameters, which reflect a) the tendency to reject all sacrificial 

harm regardless of outcomes (deontology parameter), and b) the tendency to always maximize 

outcomes, whether or not doing so requires causing harm.  

Results 

 We first computed bivariate correlations between all variables in the study (see Table 1). 

Replicating past work (e.g., Conway and Gawronski, 2013), the utilitarian parameter correlated 

positively, and deontological parameter correlated negatively, with accepting sacrificial harm on 

conventional relative judgements, yet the two parameters themselves were only mildly 

correlated. This pattern suggests that each parameter reflects an independent response tendency 

that jointly contribute to conventional relative judgments that treat deontological and utilitarian 

responses as opposites.  

 Next, we examined how each facet of the HEXACO correlated with dilemma judgments. 

As predicted, neuroticism predicted fewer utilitarian judgments (i.e., more deontological 

judgments) on conventional sacrificial dilemmas, though this effect was only significant using 

the Big 5, not the HEXACO. Moreover, as predicted, people higher in neuroticism scored higher 

on the deontology parameter but not lower on the utilitarian parameter, a pattern that emerged for 

both the Big 5 and the HEXACO. Likewise, as predicted, people higher in honesty/humility 

scored higher on the deontology parameter, although this effect was only significant for the 

HEXACO, and no significant effect emerged on conventional dilemma judgments. Inconsistent 

with past work, religiosity did not correlate significantly with dilemma judgments or PD 

parameters. However, as in past work, women scored higher than men on the deontology 

parameter (Friesdorf et al., 2015).
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Table 1. Bivariate Correlations Among All Variables, Study 1 

Note. * p < .05, ** p  < .01, *** p < .001. Bold indicates significance. 

 

 1         2        3         4          5           6           7 8 9     10      11        12   13 14 15 

1. Relative Dilemma 
Judgments 

  

                            

2. PD Utilitarian 
Inclinations 

.62 ** 

  

                          

3. PD Deontological 
Inclinations 

-.60 ** .20 * 

  

                        

Big Five Personality                                

4. Agreeableness -.14 

 

.03 

 

.16 

 

                        

5. Openness .08 

 

.18 

 

.04 

 

-.00 

   

                    

6. Neuroticism  -.09 

 

.13 

 

.22 * -.07 

 

-.01 

   

                  

7. Conscientiousness .01 

 

-.12 

 

-.12 

 

.28 ** .01 

 

-.32 **                   

8. Extraversion .11 

 

.02 

 

-.18 

 

.08 

 

.30 ** -.29 ** .11 

  

               

HEXACO                                

9. Honesty/Humility -.31 ** -.05 

 

.29 ** .45 ** -.06 

 

-.03 

 

.11 

 

-.24 ** 

  

            

10. Agreeableness -.13 

 

.03 

 

.16 

 

.71 ** -.03 

 

-.01 

 

.07 

 

-.01 

 

.52 **             

11. Openness -.03 

 

.12 

 

.12 

 

.07 

 

  .70     ** .09 

 

-.07 

 

.06 

 

.09 

 

.14 

 

          

12. Neuroticism -.22 * .03 

 

.26 ** .33 ** -.03 

 

.58 ** .01 

 

.00 

 

.10 

 

.14 

 

-.06 

   

 

 

    

13. Conscientiousness -.07 

 

.00 

 

.05 

 

.23 * -.02 

 

-.20 * .73 ** .05 

 

.16 

 

.13 

 

.03 

 

.04 

   

    

14. Extraversion  .08 

 

.01 

 

-.11 

 

.18 * .32 ** -.41 ** .32 ** .81 ** -.08 

 

.04 

 

.04 

 

-.03 

 

.16 

   

  

15. Religiosity -.18  -.07  .15  -.05  .09  -.07  .19 * .09  .03  -.02  .03  .02  .06  .16    

16. Gender .16  -.10  -.23 * -.24 ** .01  -.34 ** .04  -.02  -.04  -.02  .02  -.58 ** .00  .03  -.07  
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Study 2 

 This study was a replication of the first but on a larger scale to identify personality traits 

and the correlations between moral dilemma decision-making. Study 2 aimed at providing more 

detail about the relations between the Big Five Inventory and HEXACO to gather information 

about how people decipher moral dilemmas and how personality traits can influence those 

decisions. We predicted similar hypotheses from Study 1 as we expect participants with high 

agreeableness and high neuroticism will likely reject the action to cause harm and fall into a 

more deontological responses whereas we also predicted that those high in honest/humility 

would be identical in their responses.  

Method 

 Participants. We recruited 304 random participants using Amazon Mechanical Turk 

(MTurk) in order to conduct this study. Attention checks were also included (Oppenheimer et al., 

2011) to exclude any data from those who failed to pass it (n = 95). The final sample consisted of 

209 (93 females, 112 males; Mage = 36.12, SD = 9.97 years).  

 Procedure. Participants completed the same items from Study 1, including the 

HEXACO, the Big five inventory, PD dilemma battery as well as demographics.  

Results and Discussion 

 Again, we computed the bivariate correlations for all variables in the study (see Table 2). 

Results indicated that, again, the utilitarian parameter correlated positively, and the deontological 

parameter correlated negatively with conventional relative judgments. We then examined each 

personality trait to see how they correlated with dilemma judgements, and furthermore regressed 

all traits on each parameter, controlling for age, gender, and religiosity (see Tables 3 and 4).  
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Results indicated that, first, people high in conscientiousness scored high on both 

utilitarian and deontological inclinations in both the big five and HEXACO (although this effect 

did not reach significance in regressions for the Big 5 on the utilitarian parameter). This pattern 

suggests that people high in conscientiousness may experience greater inner conflict struggling 

between doing what is best overall and also not wanting to cause harm (see Conway et al., 2018).  

In addition, people higher in agreeableness scored higher on deontological tendencies, 

but this effect emerged only for the Big Five, not HEXACO. Instead, in the HEXACO 

agreeableness was not significant—instead, people who scored higher in honesty/humility tended 

to have higher deontological and utilitarian inclinations (although the effect did not quite reach 

significance for utilitarian inclinations). This pattern suggests that the pattern of agreeableness in 

the big five likely reflects primarily the influence of honesty/humility, which the big five does 

not disentangle from regular agreeableness the way the HEXACO does. Moreover, the fact that 

agreeableness tended to predict high scores on both parameters suggests that they will experience 

a degree of suppression—partly cancelling one another out—on conventional relative dilemma 

judgments that treat harm-rejection and outcome-maximization as opposites. This means some 

studies may find no significant effect for agreeableness, some may find agreeableness predicts 

increased utilitarian responding, and some may find agreeableness predicates increased 

deontological responding, depending on the relative strength of the relationships in a given 

sample. In other words, this pattern helps explain inconsistency in past work between Szekely 

(2018) and Christensen and colleagues (2014).  

 In the correlational analysis, big five openness predicted utilitarian inclinations, and 

HEXACO openness predicted both parameters. However, these results did not hold up in the 

regression analysis, where openness was not significant for either parameter. This finding 
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suggests that the correlation with openness may reflect covariation with other factors correlated 

with the parameters, rather than an independent effect.  

In the correlational analysis, big five neuroticism did not correlate with either parameter, 

but HEXACO neuroticism correlated positively with both. However, these results were different 

in the regression analyses: only big five neuroticism predicted the deontology parameter; no 

other effects emerged. This finding may suggest that people higher in neuroticism experience 

more concern for rejecting harm, but results are not clear.  

 Intriguingly, extraversion predicted reduced deontological and utilitarian response 

tendencies in both the big five and HEXACO analyses—effects that cancelled out for 

conventional relative dilemma judgments. This pattern suggests that people high in extraversion 

are willing to cause harm simply to cause harm and not to save the general public, as they 

demonstrate reduced concerns about both causing harm and maximizing outcomes. Such 

response patterns are consistent with egoism and other antisocial personality traits (e.g., Conway 

et al., 2018; Reynolds & Conway, 2018), suggesting a ‘dark side’ to extraversion—it may be that 

they are more focused on themselves and their social lives than others who are suffering. 

Notably, as the effect of extraversion points in the same direction for both parameters, they 

cancel out for conventional relative dilemma judgments, reflecting yet another case of 

suppression.    

   In each regression, we also controlled for religiosity, gender, and age. Surprisingly, 

religiosity correlated negatively with both the utilitarian and deontological parameters. This 

pattern diverges from the usual pattern where religiosity correlates positively with deontological 

inclinations, although it is consistent with the usual pattern where religiosity correlates neutrally 

or negatively with utilitarian inclinations (e.g., Conway & Gawronski, 2013; Reynolds & 
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Conway, 2018). Corroborating past work, age also correlated positively with the deontological 

parameter (e.g., Conway et al., 2018). Finally, inconsistent with past work, gender did not 

significantly correlate with either utilitarian or deontological tendencies (see Friesdorf et al., 

2015).   
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Note. * p < .05, ** p  < .01, *** p < .001. Bold indicates significance. 

Table 2. Bivariate Correlations Among All Variables, Study 2  

  

  

 

 

 1         2        3         4          5           6           7 8 9     10      11        12   13 14 15 

1. Relative Dilemma 
Judgments 

  

                            

2. PD Utilitarian 
Inclinations 

.16 * 

  

                          

3. PD Deontological 
Inclinations 

-.86 ** .32 ** 

  

                        

Big Five Personality                                

4. Agreeableness -.27 ** .12 

 

.28 **                         

5. Openness -.05 

 

.19 ** .13 

 

.32 ** 

  

                    

6. Neuroticism  .09 

 

.12 

 

.02 

 

-.54 ** -.02 

   

                  

7. Conscientiousness -.28 ** .18 * .32 ** .65 ** .33 ** -.56 **                   

8. Extraversion .09 

 

-.34 ** -.28 ** .20 ** .08 

 

-.39 ** .08 

  

               

HEXACO                                

9. Honesty/Humility -.35 ** .34 ** .48 ** .54 ** .22 ** -.24 ** .47 ** -.05 

   

            

10. Agreeableness -.08 

 

-.02 

 

.04 

 

.71 ** .24 ** -.58 ** .47 ** .23 ** .36 **             

11. Openness -.19 ** .36 ** .34 ** .38 **   .67     ** -.05 

 

.38 ** -.16 * .36 ** .18 *           

12. Neuroticism -.12 

 

.16 * .22 ** .08 

 

.19 ** .52 ** -.12 

 

-.26 ** .13 

 

-.16 * .23 ** 

  

 

 

    

13. Conscientiousness -.32 ** .36 ** .46 ** .56 ** .38 ** -.35 ** .79 ** -.13 

 

.57 ** .36 ** .59 ** .01 

   

    

14. Extraversion  .04 

 

-.25 ** -.19 ** .38 ** .14 * -.64 ** .36 ** .81 ** .10 

 

.39 ** -.02 

 

-.36 ** .11 

   

  

15. Religiosity .20 ** -.38 ** -.37 ** -.06  -.11  -.07  .13  .41 ** -.33 ** .13  -.37 ** -.06  -.32 ** .32 **   

16. Gender -.07  .02  .10  .08  .18 * .21  .09  -.03  .09  -.04  .13  .29 ** .08  -.04  -.02  
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Table 3. Regressing the PD Deontology and Utilitarian Parameters on the Big Five Factors, Age, Gender, and Religiosity, Study 2. 

Note! * p < .05, ** p  < .01, *** p < .001. Bold indicates significance. 

 

 

 

 

 Deontology Parameter Utilitarian Parameter 

 B SE Β P 95% CI B B SE Β p 95% CI B 

Agreeableness  .08 .03 .26 .002 [.03, .13] .02 .02 .07 .431 [-.03, .06] 

Conscientiousness .06 .02 .24 .010 [.02, .11] .03 .02 .12 .191 [-.01, .07] 

Neuroticism .05 .02 .22 .015 [.01, .09] .03 .02 .14 .132 [-.01, .06] 

Extraversion -.04 .02 -.16 .026 [-.08, -.01] -.04 .02 -.22 .004 [-.07, -.01] 

Openness -.02 .02 -.07 .322 [-.07, .02] .04 .02 .13 .070 [.00, .08] 

Religiosity -.05 .01 -.36 <.001 [-.07, -.03] -.04 .01 -.39 <.001 [-.06, -.03] 

Age .01 .00 .20 .003 [.00, .01] .00 .00 .13 .050 [.00, .01] 

Gender  
(m=1, f=2) 

.04 .04 .07 .273 [-.03, .11] .00 .03 -.01 .928 [-.06, .06] 
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Table 4. Regressing the PD Deontology and Utilitarian Parameters on the HEXACO, Age, Gender, and Religiosity, Study 2. 

Note! * p < .05, ** p  < .01, *** p < .001. Bold indicates significance. 

 Deontology Parameter Utilitarian Parameter 

 B SE Β P 95% CI B B SE Β p 95% CI B 

Honesty/Humility  .09 .02 .32 <.001 [.05, .14] .04 .02 .15 .060 [-.03, .06] 

Agreeableness -.03 .02 -.09 .168 [-.08, .01] -.02 .02 -.07 .321 [-.01, .07] 

Conscientiousness .08 .02 .28 .001 [.03, .12] .04 .02 .18 .041 [-.01, .06] 

Neuroticism  .04 .02 .11 .119 [-.01, .08] .00 .02 .01 .858 [-.07, -.01] 

Extraversion -.04 .02 -.15 .039 [-.08, -.00] -.05 .02 -.23 .002 [.00, .08] 

Openness -.00 .02 -.01 .920 [-.05, .04] .03 .02 .13 .100 [.00, .08] 

Religiosity -.05 .01 -.36 <.001 [-.07, -.03] -.04 .01 -.39 <.001 [-.06, -.03] 

Age .01 .00 .20 .003 [.00, .01] .00 .00 .13 .050 [.00, .01] 

Gender  
(m=1, f=2) 

.04 .04 .07 .273 [-.03, .11] -.00 .03 -.01 .928 [-.06, .06] 
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General Discussion 

 Together, the results of these studies corroborate but clarify past work examining how 

personality predicts decisions on sacrificial dilemmas where causing harm maximizes outcomes.  

Overall, we found that agreeableness predicts deontological tendencies in the Big Five Inventory 

but not HEXACO, however, honesty/humility predicts deontological inclinations. This pattern 

suggests that the portion of agreeableness predicting deontological tendencies in the Big Five 

likely reflects conceptual overlap with honesty/humility, rather than general cooperativeness or 

passivity. This finding may help explain why past studies have found different results regarding 

how agreeableness predicts moral dilemma decision-making (e.g., Szekely, 2018; Christensen et 

al., 2014). Likewise, consistent with past work, neuroticism predicted increased aversion to 

causing harm (deontological tendencies; e.g., Christensen et al., 2014). This finding might reflect 

the possibility that people higher in neuroticism are more sensitive to other’s pain and suffering.  

Conscientiousness predicted higher scores on both deontological and utilitarian response 

tendencies. This pattern partially matches with Christensen and colleagues (2014) and Szekely 

(2018), who found that conscientiousness accepting utilitarian sacrificial harm; however, this 

pattern additionally suggests that people high in conscientiousness also demonstrate concern for 

rejecting harm. These dual positive relationships partially suppress one another on conventional 

dilemma analyses that treat harm-rejection and outcome-maximization as opposites. Hence, 

process dissociation is more sensitive to detecting such effects than traditional data analytic 

methods. This finding fits with research showing that self-control also predicts both 

deontological and utilitarian response tendencies (Maranges et al., 2020), and that making people 

distrust their immediate response impulse upon considering a dilemma (i.e., carefully consider 

both options) tends to increase both response tendencies (Conway, Weiss, et al., 2018). Such 
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findings suggest that people high in conscientiousness may experience from increased inner 

conflict in deciding to either act on behalf of the greater good or act to reject harm on 

incongruent sacrificial dilemmas. Intriguingly, this pattern emerged in the American mturk 

samples employed here, whereas a different pattern emerged in a different sample of Romanian 

people, who tend to be fairly religious (Szekley, Opre, & Miu, 2015). In that sample, 

conscientiousness negatively predicted utilitarian response tendencies, suggesting people who 

were more conscientious strove to avoid considering utilitarian response options. Such a pattern 

is consistent with people who closely adhere to moral rules (Fleishmann et al., 2019); as in 

religious people (Piazza & Sousa, 2014; Piazza & Landy, 2013).  

Extraversion predicted lower scores on both the deontological and utilitarian parameters, 

a pattern that reflects acceptance of causing harm across both congruent and incongruent 

dilemmas. In other words, people higher in extraversion were more likely to cause harm 

regardless of whether harm made the world better or worse, a pattern similar to measures of 

egoism, self-focus, and the dark triad (Reynolds & Conway, 2018; Conway et al., 2018). This 

matches past studies that evaluated antisocial ‘dark triad’ personality traits, as well as egoism 

and aversion to personal inconvenience (Conway et al., 2018; Reynold & Conway, 2018), 

suggesting that there may be underlying commonalities between these traits and  extraversion, 

such as a focus on the self, that explain why those high in extraversion demonstrate low scores 

on both parameters. Like conscientiousness, these dual negative relationships partially suppress 

one another on conventional dilemma analyses that treat harm-rejection and outcome-

maximization as opposites. Hence, process dissociation is more sensitive to detecting such 

effects than traditional data analytic methods, which may explain why previous studies did not 

detect this effect.  
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In sum, across two studies we clarified how the Big 5 and HEXACO personality 

measures predicted aversion to causing harm and tendency to maximize overall outcomes in 

sacrificial dilemmas, partly corroborating and partially clarifying past work.  
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