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How inferred motives shape moral
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Abstract | When people judge acts of kindness or cruelty, they often look beyond the act itself to
infer the agent’s motives. These inferences, in turn, can powerfully influence moral judgements.
The mere possibility of self-interested motives can taint otherwise helpful acts, whereas morally
principled motives can exonerate those behind harmful acts. In this Review, we survey research
showcasing the importance of inferred motives for moral judgements, and show how motive
inferences are connected to judgements of actions, intentions and character. This work suggests

When people engage in moral or immoral actions, there
is one question observers often ask: why? Both everyday
conversations about morality and legal proceedings often
revolve around people’s motives'~ — the psychological
forces that guide their actions. One key reason for this is
that motives often clarify what a person’s actions say about
their character. People usually condemn violence, but few
would condemn a mother for punching a paedophile if she
was trying to protect her child. People often praise human
rights initiatives, yet many condemn corporate cam-
paigns that support LGBTQ rights during Pride Month,
dismissing such efforts as motivated by profit-seeking'.

The idea that people’s motives matter in social life
should not surprise any psychologist. A wealth of psychol-
ogy research has found that people frequently and sponta-
neously infer others’ motives™, even from a young age'*"’.
The ability to infer people’s motives is an important social
skill, as motives reveal people’s character and predict their
downstream actions. When evaluating moral or immoral
actions, motive inferences are especially vital. For instance,
people with a genuine motive to help others in one situa-
tion are likely to want to help others in other situations™,
and people who want to harm others on a whim in one
situation are likely to do so again in the future®. By con-
trast, people who want to help others only when it bene-
fits themselves, or who would harm others only to protect
someone they care about, should be less likely to act the
same across settings. Thus, accurately inferring others’
motives can be extremely useful, if not vital, for discerning
what an action says about a person, and in determining
whom to trust and befriend, and whom to avoid.

that the inferences observers draw about peoples’ motives are sufficient for moral judgement
(they drive character judgements even without actions) and functional (they effectively aid
observers in predicting peoples’ future behaviour). Research that directly probes when and
how people infer motives, and how motive properties guide those inferences, can deepen our
understanding of the role of inferred motives in moral life.

Given the real-world importance of human motives
and their central role in other areas of psychology'**,
understanding the impact of inferred motives on moral
judgement is an important domain for moral psychology.
Although a growing literature shows that inferences about
motives powerfully shape moral judgements*'~*%, moral
psychology has traditionally focused more on judge-
ments of actions (whether an action was morally right
or wrong”~*’) and moral character (whether a person is
good or bad™*).

In this Review, we highlight research showcasing
the many influences that inferred motives can have on
moral judgement, and how motive inferences play a
functional part in predicting others’ future behaviour.
First, we briefly review research on moral judgements
of actions and character. Next, given past ambiguity
surrounding these concepts, we situate motives in rela-
tion to actions and character, and other key targets of
moral cognition, including intentions and outcomes (see
TABLE 1). Then, we review existing research on the role of
inferred motives in moral judgement, and how motive
properties serve as inputs to these inferences. Finally,
we consider how motive and action multiplicity compli-
cate these judgements, and outline directions for future
research.

The morality of actions and character

Most research in moral psychology focuses on either
judgements of actions or judgements of character.
We briefly review these research traditions to situate
judgements of motives within these literatures.
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Table 1 | Five key targets of moral cognition

Target Content Related concepts  Relevant question  Example

Actions Overt sequences of movements an Behaviour, conduct, What did they do? Ace kicked a
agent makes'*>**® acts goose

Outcomes  Results of an agent’s action”*’ Consequences, What were the The goose is

benefits, side-effects consequences? injured

Intentions  Action plans based on an agent’s beliefs ~ Plans, purposes, Was it deliberate? Ace planned to
about how those actions will serve their  strategies, decisions kick the goose
motives®®

Motives Outcomes (or states) that an agent is Goals, desires,needs What did they want? Ace wanted to
actively attracted to'®’? harm the goose

Character  Stable qualities of an agent that Dispositions, traits, ~ Whatkind of person ~ Aceis a cruel
summarize and predict their actions****  values, personality are they? person

Moral judgements of actions. Two major philoso-
phical schools have influenced research on moral
judgements of actions. According to consequentialist
theories, the morality of an action depends solely on
its consequences™. By contrast, deontological theories
hold that the morality of actions depend on whether
actions themselves are right or wrong, irrespective of
their consequences™. Philosophers ask the normative
question of what principles should guide human moral
life. Psychologists instead focus on describing how phil-
osophical views (such as deontology and consequen-
tialism) connect to the moral judgements that ordinary
people make about actions™*.

Robust evidence supports the idea that people are,
in some respects, naive consequentialists, such that
they show concern for the consequences of actions. For
instance, the more harm an action causes, the more neg-
ative people typically judge the action to be”-"-*". Indeed,
evidence from a range of experimental paradigms (some
shown in FIC. 1) suggest that people’s moral judge-
ments are sensitive to how much an action negatively
(or postively) influences the welfare of others”*****!=>,

However, there is also evidence that people are naive
deontologists, such that they judge some actions as
immoral regardless of their outcomes. For example, in
the classic trolley problem an agent must decide whether
to kill one person to save five people on the tracks of a
runaway trolley*>* (FIC. 1). Researchers find that people
deem the act of killing one person to save five to be
considerably worse when it involves physically pushing
someone off a bridge to halt the trolley versus flipping
a switch to divert the trolley to a different track where
it will run over someone***.This finding suggests that
some actions, especially those involving direct physical
harm, are judged to be worse than others, even when the
outcome is the same.

Moral judgements of character. Another prominent tra-
dition in moral psychology focuses on people’s moral
character (or lack thereof). Moral character reflects the
morally relevant dimensions of a person’s personality,
such as their tendency to be empathic, trustworthy; loyal,
modest and equitable’>***’. Moral character is concep-
tually related to, yet distinct from, concepts in person
perception such as warmth®' and communion®, which
include traits that are not morally relevant (such as

sociability and expressiveness)*. People use inferences
about others’ moral character to predict their future
behaviour across a range of morally relevant settings™.
For instance, if we judge a person to be kind, honest or
loyal, we might predict that this person will support us
in times of need, engage with us authentically and have
our back in a conflict**>,

In contrast to the action-based tradition, which aligns
with deontological and consequentialist moral theories,
research on judgements of moral character aligns with
the normative theory of virtue ethics, which focuses
on the agent’s moral character as a core basis for moral
judgement’’. According to virtue ethicists, morality
is fundamentally about how people tend to act across
situations (their character), rather than individual acts
of kindness or cruelty. In line with this normative view,
person-centred accounts of moral judgement suggest
that people are motivated to evaluate people’s moral
character, more so than their actions*. Evidence of
‘act—person dissociations’ (cases where the morality
of actions and character disconnect) highlight the
uniqueness of moral character as a target of moral judge-
ment. For instance, observers judge the act of privately
uttering a racial slur as less blameworthy than physical
assault; however, they perceive the use of a slur as a
stronger signal of poor moral character than physically
assaulting someone™. Moreover, in sacrificial dilemmas,
observers judge the act of throwing a dying man over-
board to keep a lifeboat full of people from sinking to be
moral, but not indicative of positive moral character®.

Past work highlights two key factors that shape
how an agent’s actions influence judgements of their
moral character: diagnosticity®' and intentionality***'.
Both diagnosticity and intentionality stem from classic
work on attribution®** and impression formation®.
Diagnosticity refers to how informative a specific action
is in revealing an agent’s character®*. Such work shows
that some actions are more diagnostic than others. For
instance, a person who physically harms their partner’s
cat is judged as having a worse moral character than a
person who harms their partner’ (FIG. 1). Even though
harming one’s partner is judged to be a worse action,
animal cruelty is rarer and therefore more diagnostic
of negative traits (such as blunted empathy and antiso-
cial tendencies) unique to that person, driving harsher
character judgements.
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Another key factor for how an agent’s actions reflect
their moral character is the inferred intentionality of their
actions. For instance, observers judge intentional actions
as worse than unintentional actions, even when the out-
comes of those actions are identical’’, suggesting that
moral judgements can change based on aspects of the
person (the agent’s inferred mental state), independently
of any action and outcome. However, inferred intentions
are not the only, or perhaps even the most important,
mental state that reflects one’s moral character”. Indeed,
a growing body of research suggests that inferred motives
are crucial for moral judgements of character, and that
they shape moral character judgements, even when an
agent’s intentions are held constant.

Motives and moral cognition

Motives are relatively less well understood in moral psy-
chology than actions or character, but emerging work
reveals their numerous influences on moral judgement.
In this section we examine these influences, and situ-
ate them relative to actions, intentions, outcomes and
character.

Motives and related constructs. Motives refer to psycho-
logical states that direct an individual towards an end
that they actively want to obtain, be it a state (such as
pleasure or avoiding pain) or an outcome (such as the fair
distribution of a resource)'**>7>"74, Thus, we treat motives
as dynamic: motives change from moment to moment,
and reflect an interaction between the person and the
situation”. According to this view, motives encapsulate
concepts such as desires®*** and goals®-*, which
are more frequently used in different subdisciplines of

The side-effect effect
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Consequentialist decisions

psychology. Moreover, under this definition, motives
are related to (but distinct from) reasons that explain
agents’ actions®*. More specifically, reasons can refer
to either the motives (for instance, shooting someone
out of revenge) or beliefs (for instance, not knowing the
gun was loaded) that guide an agent’s decision to act.
Next, we focus on distinguishing motives from other key
targets of moral cognition: actions, outcomes, intentions
and character.

One key distinction between actions, outcomes,
intentions, motives and character (TABLE 1) is whether
they refer to external states of the world that observers
can see, or internal mental states that observers can only
infer (or learn about indirectly). Imagine an agent, Ace,
kicks a goose. Although people can directly observe
actions and their outcomes (Ace kicks the goose; the
goose gets injured), people cannot see the character of
others (whether Ace is a cruel person). Thus, observ-
ers typically make inferences about agents’ underlying
character. To do so, observers also need to consider the
agent’s intentions (whether Ace acted deliberately) and
motives (did Ace want to kick the goose out of sadism
or self-defence).

Although an agent’s motives are connected to their
specific intentions and their broader character, these tar-
gets of moral cognition are also meaningfully distinct.
Intentions are typically viewed as directed towards spe-
cific actions, whereas motives are not®. Intentions arise
from a combination of an agent’s motives (Ace’s motive
to harm the goose) and beliefs about how a specific
action and its outcomes will serve their motives (Ace’s
belief that kicking the goose will achieve this end)*’".
Intentions are therefore psychologically closer to action

Tainted altruism

|

A CEO begins a new programme that
will earn profits and harm (or help)
the environment, and claims to care
only about profits.

An agent pushes a large man to his
death (or flips a switch that kills a
man) in order to save five people

from a runaway trolley.

To gain a woman’s affection, a man
volunteers at a homeless shelter (or
coffee shop) where she works.

NS

Moral judgements of actions

RN

NS

Moral judgements of character

RN

Accidental harms

Grace poisons a friend’s coffee
accidentally (or intentionally),
believing the powder was sugar
(or poison).

Immaterial harms

John, enraged after learning of his
longtime girlfriend’s affair, beats up
his girlfriend’s cat (or his girlfriend).

Moral decision speed

Nate discovers a cash-filled wallet
on the ground, and decides quickly
(or after long and careful
deliberation) to return it.

Fig. 1| Typical scenarios in moral psychology for judging actions and character. A selection of common scenarios used
in moral psychology research to assess moral judgements of actions and character?®31115:145.167.168,
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Observed Inferred
Action Outcome Intention Motive Character
Action-specific Not action-specific
Ace is hurt To help a2
Ace be a
‘ B better Good 4
Y
bgiun\g/gvil;iel Zara planned persen =
" to tell Ace
the truth a
To hurt
Ace’s Bad .
Z::; ?c.e feelings
Ace is relieved . a
o spare
‘ By Ace’s feelings Good ¢
‘ Zara planned / -
L] You were fine to lie to Ace
To sabotage 0
Ace’s Bad .

o

-
Zara Ace

relationships

Fig. 2 | Key targets of moral judgement. Observers witness actions (Zara lying or being honest with Ace) and outcomes
(Ace's reaction). Observers then make several inferences. Observers typically infer that actions are intentional, and proceed
to make inferences about the agent’s motives. Crucially, whether observers infer that Zara has a positive or negative moral
character depends on the motive inferences they make (positive or negative). Thus, motive inferences connect moral

judgements of actions and characters.

than motives. To infer motives from observed actions,
observers must first infer that the action was intentional®.
However, observers can also infer an agent’s motives
purely from what they know about the agent’s character
(if Ace is a cruel person, he would probably want to harm
an animal). In such cases it is not necessary to infer the
agent’s intentions first.

An agent’s character typically refers to more general,
recurring patterns in their motives and actions (whether
Ace typically wants to harm, or acts harmfully towards,
animals), and how these patterns adhere to (or violate)
moral norms. Importantly, an agent’s motives can reflect
their traits and broader character (Ace wanted to kick
the goose because he’s a sadistic person), but they could
also reflect the situation (Ace harmed the goose only
because he felt the need to defend himself). In this way,
motive inferences are a key diagnostic tool: they clarify
for observers whether an agent’s actions reflect their
true character, allowing them to better predict when
an agent’s actions should reflect a recurring pattern
(whether Ace will harm others).

Moral judgements of motives and their effect on judge-
ments of character. Motives usually drive peoples’
actions, which can make it difficult for researchers to
assess the unique influence of motives on moral judge-
ments. However, a growing body of research suggests that
motives matter for moral judgement, even when they do
not produce any tangible actions or outcomes*?7*77-%%,
Several lines of evidence support this idea. First, research
shows that motives can be judged as morally wrong in
and of themselves, absent any action or outcome. For
instance, people deem it morally wrong to merely pos-
sess a desire to harm others, even if no harm ultimately

results from this desire’’. Second, motives alone can
drive judgements of moral character. For instance, peo-
ple condemn the moral character of agents who want to
profit from harm inflicted on others, even if the events
they wish for are uncontrollable, such as a fund manager
wishing for a natural disaster in order to profit on an
investment’. Additionally, some theorize that motives,
not actions, are a core basis by which we judge people to
be selfish or not”. Finally, even motives directed toward
one’s own motives (meta-motives) can shape moral
judgements of character, independent of actions. For
instance, agents who have an impulsive motive (drug
craving) but wish they did not have this impulse (wish
they were not addicted to drugs) are seen as more moral
than those who possess only an impulsive motive®.
Overall, these findings suggest that motives constitute a
distinct target of moral judgement, and inferred motives
can shape people’s judgements of moral character, even
in the absence of any tangible action.

Motives also play an important part in connecting
moral evaluations of an agent’s actions to judgements
of their character’’. Imagine a scenario in which two
moral values (honesty and preventing harm) clash:
Ace’s friend, Zara, is deciding whether to give honest,
but hurtful, feedback to Ace (telling him he was cruel;
FIG. 2; top panel), or to give dishonest feedback that will
spare his feelings (telling him that what he did was fine;
FIG. 2; bottom panel). In the event of either action or out-
come (harmful honest feedback or harmless dishonest
feedback), observers will probably (and in many cases
spontaneously) infer Zara’s mental states. If observers
infer that Zara’s action was intentional (as observers
usually do with most actions®***~**) they will probably
draw inferences about Zara’s motives.

www.nature.com/nrpsychol



An observer’s inference about Zara’s motives (why
Zara called Ace cruel) can determine how they connect
Zara’s action to her moral character. Zara’s intention to
give honest feedback could have arisen from many possi-
ble motives, including some that are helpful (wanting to
help Ace be a better person), and some that are harmful
(wanting to hurt Ace’s feelings). The same is true if Zara
decides to lie. Zara might intentionally lie to Ace based
on a helpful motive (wanting to spare Ace’s feelings) or
aharmful one (wanting to sabotage Ace’s relationships).
Although Zara probably has helpful motives if Zara is
Ace’s friend, this inference quickly becomes less certain
if Zara is Ace’s distant colleague, boss or nemesis. This
example illustrates that for the same intentional action,
the inferred motives (for instance, to help or to harm)
can determine whether the action reflects positively or
negatively on an agent’s moral character.

Indeed, research confirms that people’s motives often
vary for the same moral or immoral action. Although
people often help others based on other-oriented or
morally principled motives (empathy or fairness)', they
also often help out of self-interest”™. For instance, people
help because they want to avoid feeling guilty'™ or to
signal their virtue to others'"'~'”. Moreover, although
people harm, punish and lie to others on the basis of
self-interested motives'**'*, they also frequently engage
in such acts on the basis of other-oriented or morally
principled motives'”’~'””. For instance, people tell white
lies to help others'"’, and are motivated by fairness to
act punitively towards moral transgressors'®. Because
motives can vary for the same action, inferred motives
are important for connecting actions to character
judgements’".

Finally, when the moral valence of actions and motive
inferences are at odds, motive inferences can reverse —
and even dominate — the expected relationship between
actions and character judgements®>'*>!"11=11> ‘When
people engage in harmful actions with other-oriented
motives, observers judge them more positively. For
instance, lying is often morally condemned, and viewed
as reflecting poor moral character''®. However, if observ-
ers infer that an agent’s lie was driven by a prosocial
motive (‘prosocial lying’), they judge the agent posi-
tively'>'"”. Similarly, a person who physically harms
someone out of self-defence is judged more positively
than a person who physically harms someone to benefit
themselves'**.

Observers are also highly sensitive to the motives
behind prosocial actions. When helpful actions are
driven strictly by emotion or empathic concern, observ-
ers tend to praise such actions and the moral character
of those carrying them out*-**'*. However, people will
readily derogate prosocial acts that seem motivated by
self-interest (‘tainted altruisny’). For instance, prosocial
agents who personally benefit from helping others tend
to be judged more negatively than agents who help with-
out benefiting (FIG. 1). Moreover, when prosocial actions
are known to be motivated by personal benefits (such as
seeking praise), observers judge agents as morally worse
than agents who did not act helpfully at all*>**>>!15120,

Together, these findings illustrate how inferred
motives underlying helpful and harmful actions can

powerfully shape judgements of moral character, some-
times even overriding the typical relationship between
actions and moral character.

Motive properties and moral judgements

The research reviewed above indicates the importance
of motives for moral judgement. We now examine how
different properties of motives (strength, direction and
conflict) provide cues for motive inferences, and shape
subsequent character judgements. To this end, we syn-
thesize research on motivation'®*'*">> and models of
social inference”'* to show how researchers can system-
atically integrate the influence of motives into the study
of moral judgement.

Motive direction and strength. Observers perceive the
motives of others on two key dimensions: direction and
strength. Motive direction refers to the state or outcome
the agent is striving to achieve. For instance, the direc-
tion of an agent’s motive for not littering might be to
benefit themselves, to benefit another person, to benefit
their group or to uphold a moral norm'*. By contrast,
motive strength refers to the relative importance of that
state or outcome to the agent at the moment®.

Observers often infer the direction of an agent’s
motives through the outcomes the agent caused (or
could cause) through their action”'*, and the emotions
they display in response to whether those outcomes are
realized or not'®'*. For instance, observers come to sus-
pect self-interested motives when the outcomes of an
agent’s prosociality are self-oriented (such as receiving
praise or a tax break)”. Moreover, observers can read-
ily infer whether or not an agent desired their coworker
to die on the basis of the agent’s emotional expression
(happy or sad) in response to news of his death in a
plane crash'”’.

Observers infer the strength of others’ motives
through the effort they exert in performing intentional
actions, and the costs they are willing to incur doing so.
Children™'* and adults®’ attribute stronger motives to
agents that show evidence of exerting more (versus less)
effort through their actions. Moreover, when agents
incur greater costs to help others, people infer that the
agents are more prosocially motivated’'*.

Crucially, these observable cues to motive direction
and strength (effort, costs, outcomes and emotions) can
be inputs to moral judgements. Observers are more likely
to infer that the agent’s motives were self-interested,
and to judge their character more negatively, when
prosocial actions yield positive material or reputational
outcomes for agents than when the aganets obtain no
personal benefit from their actions®*'*". Similarly, when
a harmful action (throwing an injured man off a lifeboat
to save others) benefits the group (consequentialism),
but also the agent (saving themselves), observers judge
the agent to have worse moral character than if the
agent receives no self-benefits, owing to the suspicion
of self-interested motives®. Emotions experienced in
response to morally relevant actions also shape moral
character judgements. For instance, the more warm,
positive feelings donors report experiencing after giv-
ing to a charity, the more observers infer that their
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donations were authentically motivated, which leads
to more positive evaluations of the donor’s moral
character?".

Inferred motive direction and strength also influ-
ence downstream moral judgements of character. For
example, when helping requires a lot (versus a little)
effort from an agent, observers infer that the motive
to help is stronger and therefore judge the agent more
positively**”. Similarly, when an agent exerts a lot of
(versus a little) effort in a harmful act such as stealing,
observers infer that the agent has a strong motive to
steal, and therefore judge the agent more negatively>.
Moreover, observers judge prosocial agents who incur
a higher (versus lower) personal cost to helping others
to have greater moral character'*>'*2. However, the rep-
utational benefits of generosity might asymptote with
increasing degrees of costliness. For instance, the reputa-
tional boost from donating $80,000 rather than $70,000
is much smaller than the boost from donating $10,000
rather than nothing'*.

These findings are broadly consistent with the theory
of dyadic morality”, which suggests that people evaluate
the morality of others’ character along the dimensions of
valence (whether the agent’s motives are generally good
or bad) and strength (the power of the agent’s motives to
translate into motive-congruent acts). In this view, those
evaluated as heroes and villains — the most extreme
judgements of good and evil character — are seen to
have both the strongest motives for good or evil, and
to be able to act on their desire to help or harm others
regardless of situational constraints. By contrast, more
everyday good- and evil-doers are perceived to have
less extreme valence and strength — they are seen to be
both less motivated to help and harm others, and to act
less upon those motives, only doing so when given the
appropriate opportunity. For example, a serial killer
(villain) wants to kill many other people and develops
plans to fulfill this goal no matter the circumstances.
By contrast, a person who sees a package on some-
one’s doorstep and impulsively grabs it (more everyday
evil-doer) does not have a strong motive to harm others
(they are motivated by greed and not cruelty) and steals
only if an easy situation presents itself.

Finally, people’s expectations about others motives
are themselves an important factor in moral judge-
ment. For instance, observers place greater trust in
agents who make deontological decisions as opposed
to consequentialist decisions''>'*!. Expectations about
the strength and direction of motives can explain this
finding. Specifically, consequentialists might be judged
more negatively because people expect others’ actions
to reflect respect for people (namely, not to treat them
as a means to an end). Consequentialist decisions (for
instance, pushing a man to his death to save five others)
often signal a motivational calculus that violates this
expectation'®.

Cases of negligence, where people are held responsi-
ble for and morally condemned for harm they could have
prevented, also highlight how perceived motive strength
and expectations shape moral judgement. By one account,
moral condemnation of negligence is based on the
amount of harm caused, such that the more harmful

the agent’s negligence is, the more observers condemn the
agent'”. However, it is also possible that people who
exhibit negligence are morally condemned because they
are viewed as having little motivation to prevent harm to
others, or perhaps even possessing some degree of moti-
vation to cause harm. The latter possibility converges
with work suggesting that inferred motives are important
for judging the negative side-effects of actions'*. This
research finds that people perceive agents who purport
‘not to care’ about negative side-effects of their actions
— in this case, harming the environment (FIC. 1) — to
actually possess a moderate desire to cause the neg-
ative outcome'*°. In other words, observers think that
it takes active motivation to harm the environment for
someone to claim that they do not care about it at all.
This finding suggests that people might evaluate how
strong an agent’s motives ought to be given the situa-
tion, and judge an agent’s character by comparing their
inference of actual motive strength against expected
motive strength.

Motive conflicts. In many situations (and especially in
moral dilemmas), people might have multiple motives
pulling them towards different actions®>’>*'**7, For
instance, Ace might simultaneously wish to comfort and
hurt Zara during a harsh verbal disagreement. Because
these motives pull Ace towards different actions (help-
ing and harming Zara), they constitute a motive con-
flict. Such conflicts are often resolved on the basis of
the relative strength of each motive, with the stronger
motive ultimately driving the action®"**. However, when
conflicting motives are of similar strength, agents tend
to experience tension and engage in active deliberation
about which motive to pursue'”, all of which can be
discerned by an astute observer.

Importantly, moral evaluations of character are sen-
sitive to the perception of motive conflicts'*’. One well
documented cue that observers use to detect motive
conflicts is decision-making speed'*'~'**. For instance,
agents who make slow decisions to help others and
quick decisions to harm others are judged more neg-
atively than agents who are quick to help and slow to
harm®*»'*>!%6, Because fast decisions reflect a lack of con-
flict, quick decisions to harm signal that the agent has a
much stronger desire to harm others (or to benefit from
harming them) than to avoid harming others. One caveat
to this finding is that in some cases observers assign
moral credit for overcoming motives via self-control'”,
for instance when an agent overcomes the desire to lie
about being responsible for breaking a lamp. However,
self-control over motives appears to be less praisewor-
thy than simply having pure motives when the motive
requiring self-control is itself is deemed immoral, such
as being motivated to act harmfully'*.

Another important cue to motive strength is whether
an agent seems to consider their self-interest when pur-
suing a moral action. For example, people who cooper-
ate without choosing to look at the potential costs and
benefits of doing so are viewed as more trustworthy
social partners than those who choose to view the costs
and benefits of cooperating'**. In this case, ‘not looking’
is consistent with a lack of conflict between motives,
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specifically, that one’s concern for others is sufficiently
strong to be unhindered by self-interested motives.

Together, this work suggests that cues to motive
conflicts can be an important input to motive infer-
ences by revealing the relative strength of prosocial
and self-oriented motives. In turn, these inferences are
important for moral judgements of character, which can
have functional consequences for who people select as
social partners.

Motive and action multiplicity

Although motives are sometimes treated as determin-
istic drivers of action, the relationship between motives
and actions is complicated by at least two factors:
different motives can produce the same action, and dif-
ferent actions can serve the same motive. In this sec-
tion, we discuss how these aspects of the motive-action
relationship complicate motive inferences and moral
judgements.

Motive multiplicity. Although some actions have one
likely motive behind them (bank robberies are probably
motivated by a desire to acquire money), other actions
might be motivationally ambiguous. For example, Ace
could help Zara move apartments on the basis of several
motives depending on the dynamics of their social rela-
tionship. He might feel empathy for Zara, wish to gain
her social approval, or simply feel it’s fair to help her as
she’s helped him in the past. The same is true for motives
to harm. Revenge, sadism or justice could all motivate
Zara to harm Ace. Even when it’s clear to observers that
an action was intentional (Ace intentionally helped
Zara), the agent’s motives might nonetheless be ambig-
uous. This ambiguity is a product of ‘motive multiplicity’
in actions®’>'?': the same action can result from many
possible motives'?! (FIC. 3).

From a functional perspective, motive multiplicity is a
problem that observers would prefer to avoid altogether.

Motives m, m, iy
Intentions I I, I3
Actions a, a, &y
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People prefer predictability in others'*, and judge pre-
dictable agents to have better moral character than less
predictable agents*'*°. It follows that observers should
prefer prosocial agents whose aid, trust and support
come with fewer (and more noble) motives attached.
That is, they should prefer agents whose kindness is dis-
positional (reflecting their stable moral character), not
situational. Indeed, the importance of predictability of
moral character offers an elegant account of why people
place greater trust in deontologists than consequential-
ists in moral dilemmas'**'*"*2. People might trust deon-
tologists more because their decisions reflect stronger
motives to respect others, and reveal a less complex —
and therefore more predictable — set of motives than
do utilitarians"*"'.

When the outcomes of an action point to several pos-
sible motives, prior beliefs about what motives tend to
drive people in general are an important guide for motive
inferences. Past work suggests that people over-attribute
self-interest as a motive for others’ actions'>*'*°. For
example, when people learn about blood donors who
were paid for giving blood, they underestimate how
many of those donors would give blood without mone-
tary compensation'*. However, people also vary in their
beliefs about the prevalence of certain motives, such as
the extent to which they believe people act on altruistic
motives''!. These beliefs influence how much evidence
they need to infer that a prosocial agent acted out of
self-interest. For instance, observers are more likely to
infer that a prosocial agent had self-serving motives
based on the presence of self-serving outcomes if they
believe that altruistic motives are rare than if they believe

altruistic motives are common''’.

Action multiplicity. Motives can be realized through
many possible actions in a situation®>’>'?' (FIC. 3), and this
principle of ‘action multiplicity’ in motives also influences
moral judgement. For instance, if Ace wants to improve

Fairness
motives

Empathic
motives

Reputational
motives

Action
multiplicity

Motive
multiplicity

Plan to Plan to
help a attend
friend a protest

Help Attend
friend protest

Fig. 3 | Motive and action multiplicity. Relationships between an agent’s motives (m), intentions (i), and actions (a) are shown
as a minimal framework (left), and with specific examples (right). Action multiplicity reflects how one motive (for instance,
empathic concern) can map forward to many intentions. Motive multiplicity reflects how one intention (for instance,
attending a protest) can map backward to many motives. Intentions do not always lead to actions (for instance, an agent
might change their intentions or procrastinate), but we omit this representation here for simplicity. Social perceivers face
the problem of motive multiplicity when inferring others’ motives from actions, and the problem of action multiplicity

when predicting future actions based on motives.
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Box 1| Motives and emerging social challenges

Researchers and ethicists are expressing growing concern about autonomous
technologies and their rapidly increasing role in human life’*. Robots and other
artificial agents are perceived as less driven by motives than humans'’*'"!. These agents
are increasingly tasked with decisions that have moral implications, such as allocating
scarce medical resources'’?, informing parole decisions'’”* and guiding autonomous
vehicles'’'"*. Understanding the influence of motives in moral judgement can shed
light on how the motiveless existence of artificial agents influences how people
respond to the decisions of such artificial agents. On the one hand, people are averse
to having artificial agents make morally relevant decisions'’*'’, which can be explained
by people perceiving robots as lacking helpful motives. On the other hand, people see
artificial agents as less capable of discrimination’’’, and are less outraged when they do
discriminate'’®, which can be explained by people perceiving robots as lacking harmful
motives, such as prejudice’’®.

Intergroup relations is another societally important domain in which progress has
been made in examining both motives'**® and motive inferences’*'**'”°. For instance,
people attribute more self-interested motives'® and harmful motives'® to political
outgroups than to ingroups, suggesting that group membership is crucial for drawing
more morally negative motive inferences of others, independent of actions. These
negative motive inferences could in turn reinforce intergroup hostility and conflicts.
For instance, when probed about their group’s motives for being involved in the
regional conflict, Israelis and Palestinians are both more likely to ascribe their own
group’s motives in the conflict to love of their ingroup, and their outgroup’s motives
to hatred of their ingroup’®“. Moreover, in the USA, Democrats and Republicans both
tend to hold inaccurate perceptions of how much the other group dislikes them in
competitive settings, and the greater this misperception, the more they tend to infer
that their outgroup’s collective actions are motivated by obstructionism'”’.

Algorithms and intergroup relations come together in considering the ways in which
algorithms mediate how people interact with each other in online social networks.
Social networks use algorithms to maximize user engagement by amplifying content
that increases time spent on their platforms'®’. Such content includes extreme
messaging and displays of moral outrage'®’. These interventions distort how people
interact with each other'®#, and could in turn shift the inferences people make about
the motives of outgroups. Increasing public awareness of the newsfeed manipulations
of online networks, and more careful inferences about outgroup motives, could

depolarize and increase intergroup tolerance'*.

Zara’s wellbeing, Ace could perform several actions, such
as inviting Zara on a hike or taking Zara out for dinner.
The same goes for more sinister motives. If Zara wanted
to impair Ace’s well-being, Zara could perform several
actions, such as inviting Ace to help her clean her car, or
asking Ace to take out her overflowing garbage bin. This
aspect of motives highlights the flexibility with which
motives translate into intentional actions. It also pro-
vides a perspective on action prediction: when observers
already know (or have inferred) an agent’s motives, they
can use this information to predict (or make assumptions
about) an agent’s future actions by considering different
actions that would serve their motive.

Although motives can lead to many possible actions,
some actions serve a given motive better than others.
For instance, donating publicly is more consistent
with the motive to gain reputationally than is donat-
ing privately. People seem to be well aware of how the
outcomes of their actions might reflect their motives.
For instance, people forgo incentives for prosocial
behaviour specifically to signal that they have altruistic
motives'**. Moreover, people are sometimes more proso-
cial when doing so is painful and effortful, which signals
more altruistic motives'”’. These findings suggest that
agents consider how different action outcomes reflect
their motives to observers. In turn, observers effec-
tively use knowledge of an agent’s relative motives to

benefit themselves (versus others) to predict that agent’s
actions'”’, and even leverage these predictions to make
more strategic choices in social dilemmas'**.

Taken together, motive multiplicity and action mul-
tiplicity showcase the complexity of the connection
between motives and actions. Motive multiplicity com-
plicates the task of inferring an agent’s motives from their
actions (did he help out of self-interest, duty or altru-
ism?), whereas action multiplicity complicates the task
of predicting an agent’s future actions from their inferred
motives (will his self-interest motivate him to effectively
support me in times of need, or lead only to half-hearted
attempts at support?). Interestingly, the work reviewed
suggests a game of cat and mouse: observers seeking to
detect self-interested or harmful motives in agents might
often encounter agents who are motivated to act in ways
that strategically conceal such motives.

Summary and future directions

Moral psychology has long emphasized the importance
of actions and character in moral judgements. However,
observers frequently go beyond judging actions and
seek to understand peoples’ motives. Moral psychol-
ogy paradigms often feature cues to motives which
carry moral weight, such as an agent’s desire to harm
others physically, or their lack of motivation to pre-
vent harm to others. The inferences people draw about
others’ motives are crucial for moral judgement in two
respects. First, the mere presence of certain motives
can drive moral judgements of character, even in the
absence of any action. Second, inferred motives shape
what an agent’s actions reveal about their character to
observers, and thereby allow observers to better pre-
dict others’ future actions'*. To integrate past work and
guide future research in moral psychology, we reviewed
research connecting motives with actions, character
and other key constructs. These insights can enrich
our understanding of moral judgement, and shed light
on emerging social phenomena that are relevant to
moral psychology (see BOX 1). The motive properties
reviewed (motive strength, direction and conflict), as
well as motive and action multiplicity, offer a guide for
future work.

First, researchers should measure inferred motives
when studying moral judgements. As outlined above,
motives have numerous influences on moral judge-
ments. However, knowledge about the role of motives is
limited, mainly because inferences about motives often
go unexamined. Future research in moral psychology
should incorporate motives into theories and research by
measuring the inferences observers might make about
others’ motives in moral situations.

Second, a central implication of the work reviewed
above is that the motives people attribute to others shape
their moral character judgements. However, much of this
past work explicitly revealed motives to observers, rather
than having observers infer motives. Consequently, this
prior work does not capture the natural process by which
people make inferences about motives. One important
future direction is to further characterize the cognitive
and computational mechanisms by which people infer
others’ motives in moral situations””*'*, For instance,
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when do people project their own motives onto others
through simulation (what would my motives be in this
situation?), and when do they consider others’ motives
through perspective taking (given what I know about
this person, what would their motives be in this situa-
tion?). Another important line of inquiry is determin-
ing the extent to which people draw on different social
inference mechanisms such as covariation® (how often
an agent has acted similarly across different settings),
parallel constraint satisfaction'** (which motive fits best
with the situation, prior beliefs about the agent, and/or
the observer’s stereotypes), social structure learning
(which motives can be inferred on the basis of the agent’s
likely group memberships)'**'***!, and cost-benefit
analysis™. Further investigations will further enrich our
understanding of the cognitive mechanisms observers
rely on to infer motives across different situations.

Third, the work reviewed above suggests that motives
can tell a different story from someone’s behaviour, which
can ‘reverse’ moral judgements of character from good to
bad (or vice versa). For instance, observers can infer that
an agent acted generously from self-interested motives,
and acted harmfully from moral motives. A crucial ques-
tion for future work is when and for whom people make
such ‘overriding’ motive inferences. For example, group
membership can be an important factor in drawing more
morally negative motive inferences of others, indepen-
dent of actions, and these negative motive inferences
could have a key role in reinforcing intergroup hostility
and conflict'® (BOX 1). Further exploring group member-
ship and other psychological factors that could shape the
valence of motive inferences — such as social distance,
distrust, suspicion and paranoia — is a vital direction
for future research.

Although we suggest that inferred motives are a pow-
erful force in moral judgement, there are certainly excep-
tions to this claim. For instance, it seems unlikely that
any motive inference could exonerate individuals behind
extreme acts of violence, such as mass shootings or geno-
cide (in such cases, people’s interest in the agent’s motives
may instead stem from a desire to understand why the
event occurred). Moreover, some research suggests that
an agent’s mental states have less bearing on how they
are judged in certain religious traditions'’. For example,
Jewish and Catholic participants judged a person who
dislikes their parents but treats them well more posi-
tively than did Protestant participants'®. There is also
cultural variation in how people react to the outcomes
of prosocial behaviour. For instance, although American
participants tend to infer more self-interested motives
when a prosocial agent benefits reputationally from their
act (compared to when they reap no benefits)*, Japanese
participants do not infer greater self-interest from the
mere presence of reputational benefits'**. These find-
ings suggest that the role of motive inferences in moral
judgement might vary across religions and cultures. Such
variations are important for future research to examine.

Psychologists have long proposed that motives
powerfully shape human behaviour. Here we have
applied this insight to the study of moral judgement.
We described how inferred motives might reveal what
an agent’s actions say about their character for observers,
and charted some paths forward for deeper investiga-
tions into this topic. By pursuing such avenues, future
work will shed further light on the influence of motive
inferences on moral life.
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