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Abstract

Although much research on emotion and morality has treated emotion as a relatively undifferentiated construct, recent work shows 
that moral transgressions can evoke a variety of distinct emotions. To accommodate these results, we propose a multiple-appraisal 
model in which distinct appraisals lead to different moral emotions. The implications of this model for our understanding of the 
relationship between appraisals, emotions and judgments are discussed. The complexity of moral emotional experience presents a 
methodological challenge to researchers, but we submit that a complete understanding of human morality must acknowledge the 
differentiated nature of moral emotions. 
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Like the field of affective psychology more broadly, research 
investigating the connection between emotion and morality 
has tended to adopt one of two different lenses when exam-
ining emotion. Some research has focused on the important 
dimensions that underlie emotion, such as valence and 
arousal (Russell, 2003), or approach and withdrawal (Carver 
& Harmon-Jones, 2009). In moral psychology, this relatively 
undifferentiated approach to emotion includes the ground-
breaking studies of the early 2000s, which sparked renewed 
interest in morality by demonstrating the underappreciated 
importance of emotion in moral judgment and action (e.g., 
Greene, Sommerville, Nystrom, Darley, & Cohen, 2001), as 
well as the influential social intuitionist model of moral 
judgment (Haidt, 2001).

Other research focuses on emotions as relatively discrete 
categories, including anger, fear, disgust, sadness, surprise and 
happiness (Ekman, 1992), and perhaps more self-conscious 
emotions such as pride, guilt and shame. This approach seems 
to be gaining momentum in moral psychology, where it implies 
that moral emotion consists of at least a few distinct strands of 
affective experience. For example, we and others have pre-
sented evidence that in addition to eliciting the most obvious 
moral emotion, i.e. anger; moral transgressions also appear to 
evoke disgust. Both adults and young children report that it is 
appropriate to call transgressions “disgusting” (Chapman, 
Kim, Susskind, & Anderson, 2009; Danovitch & Bloom, 2009); 

individuals who are treated unfairly make facial movements 
that are very similar to those made in response to distasteful 
liquids and disgusting photographs (Chapman et al., 2009); 
and individual differences in disgust sensitivity influence 
moral judgments (Jones & Fitness, 2008) and morally relevant 
sociopolitical attitudes (Inbar, Pizarro, & Bloom, 2009). While 
disgust has received the most empirical attention so far, we 
suggest that depending on the particulars of the situation, a 
given moral issue could trigger any number of different emo-
tions. In sum, we echo a sentiment expressed by Linda Levine 
and David Pizarro in a different context (Levine & Pizarro, 
2004): people may feel elated, terrified, despairing, or furious 
about moral issues—but they are never just “aroused.”

This view of moral emotion has several implications for 
moral psychology. To begin, a considerable body of work has 
demonstrated that distinct emotions are preceded by character-
istic patterns of appraisal (e.g., Roseman, Antoniou, & Jose, 
1996). Note that appraisals are not the same as moral judg-
ments: we consider the latter to be assessments of moral value, 
such as right or wrong, praiseworthy or blameworthy. By con-
trast, emotional appraisals are atomic evaluations of the situa-
tion (e.g., cause, motive, stability, etc.) that support distinct 
emotions, but have no intrinsic moral valuation. On our view, 
appraisals are a necessary link between the “raw” perception of 
a moral issue and the elicitation of an emotion, with distinct 
emotions being triggered by characteristic patterns of appraisal 
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(Figure 1A). As such, moral emotions do not arise from a 
vacuum, but depend upon activation of an underlying pattern of 
specific appraisals. 

Although we believe that appraisals must lie upstream of 
emotions, the relationship between appraisals, emotions and 
judgments could be configured in several different ways 
(Figure 1B). One possibility is that appraisals may trigger emo-
tions, which in turn trigger moral judgments (Figure 1B, Panel i; 
Greene & Haidt, 2002; Haidt, 2001). Alternatively, appraisals 
could cause both moral emotions and moral judgments (Figure 
1B, Panel ii). That is, moral judgments, like moral emotions, 
could result from a particular pattern of appraisals. Lastly, 
appraisals could trigger judgments, which in turn may cause 
emotions (Figure 1B, Panel iii).

Several studies have shown that incidentally evoked 
emotions can influence moral judgments (Valdesolo & DeSteno, 
2006; Wheatley & Haidt, 2005). For example, participants in a 
malodorous environment made more severe moral judgments 
than participants in an odorless environment (Schnall, Haidt, 
Clore, & Jordan, 2008). One explanation for this effect is that 
disgust evoked by the foul odor has a direct influence on moral 
judgments, as in the configuration shown in Figure 1B, Panel i 
(Greene & Haidt, 2002; Haidt, 2001). However, if either of the 
configurations shown in Figure 1B, Panels ii or iii is correct, 
then there is an alternative to this account. As shown in Figure 
1A, the foul odor presumably triggers disgust via a nonmoral 
appraisal (e.g., that the odor is due to an offensive substance). 
If the connections between appraisals and emotions are reciprocal, 

Figure 1A. The multiple-appraisal model of moral emotions. Events in the world (top layer) trigger appraisals (middle layer), which combine to elicit 
different emotions (bottom layer). Note that the specific appraisals shown are only for illustration and may not be correct.

Figure 1B. Three possible models of the relationship between appraisals, emotions and judgments.
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as indicated by the double-headed arrows in Figure 1A, then 
disgust triggered by the odor could activate moral-emotional 
appraisals to which it is also linked (e.g., stability, controllabil-
ity, etc.). If these same moral-emotional appraisals are linked to 
judgments of moral value, then activation of the appraisals may 
render moral judgments more severe.

We note that the appraisals in our model need not be con-
scious or effortful. Rather, we expect that moral appraisals will 
vary along a continuum from relatively fast and automatic to 
those that may require more elaborate and/or controlled 
processing. For example, feelings of empathy may be evoked 
fairly automatically by the appraisal of another’s pain; by con-
trast, feelings of anger may require the more complex and 
perhaps effortful appraisals that an individual deliberately set 
out to harm another, and that this choice was controllable by 
them (Weiner, 2006). Appraisals at the more controlled end of 
the spectrum may be more susceptible to reasoning, persuasion 
or reappraisal than those at the more automatic end. Our per-
spective is thus somewhat different from both social intuition-
ist models, which emphasize the primacy of fast, automatic 
moral-emotional appraisals (Haidt, 2001), and models which 
place the burden of morality largely on controlled processes 
(e.g., Turiel, 2006).

Our model of moral emotions suggests a number of direc-
tions for future research. To begin, it will be necessary to deter-
mine what appraisals lead to which moral emotions. A handful 
of such studies have been conducted (Fischer & Roseman, 
2007; Rozin, Lowery, Imada, & Haidt, 1999), but more work is 
needed. It will also be of interest to determine the downstream 
consequences of different moral emotions. Different emotions 
are known to have characteristic effects on a variety of cogni-
tive and motivational processes (for review, see Lerner & 
Keltner, 2000; Levine & Pizarro, 2004). Accordingly, distinct 
moral emotions may have different effects on reasoning, judg-
ment and action. Lastly, our model suggests that it may be fruit-
ful to revisit studies of emotion and morality that took a less 
differentiated view of moral emotions, asking which emotions 
have an important influence on judgment.

In summary, we argue that it is no longer sufficient for moral 
psychologists to say that “emotion” is important in morality. 
Rather, specification of which emotions are evoked by what 
appraisals, and with what consequences for reasoning, judgment 
and action, is important. Do we think that this will be an easy 
program of research to undertake? No. However, recent work 
has shown that it is possible, and we submit that it is necessary.
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