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REPLY TO CLAESSENS ET AL.:

Maybe the Footbridge sacrifice is indeed the only
one that sends a negative social signal
Edmond Awada,1

, Sohan Dsouzab, Azim Shariffc,1, Iyad Rahwanb,d,e,1, and Jean-François Bonnefonf,1

In their letter, Claessens et al. (1) report an interesting
alternate analysis of our dataset, in which relational
mobility no longer predicts sacrifice in Switch and
Loop but becomes a stronger predictor of sacrifice
in Footbridge. As the authors mention, these results
could mean that supporting the Footbridge sacrifice
risks provoking social disapproval, whereas support-
ing the Switch and Loop sacrifices does not. Such risks
would prove costlier in societies where relational mo-
bility is limited and social relationships are less re-
placeable. As it turns out, every experiment we know
of that showed a negative social signal of a sacrifice
decision employed either the Footbridge scenario (2,
3), a comparable scenario—for example, the murder of
a crying baby to avoid detection by enemy soldiers,
which would result in the death of several persons (4)
—or a battery of scenarios that included at least one
Footbridge or comparable scenario (4, 5). The question,
then, is whether this effect can be obtained when only
Switch or Loop sacrifices are involved.

We do not know of any study that used the Loop
scenario. However, we know of two studies that used
the Switch scenario only and failed to demonstrate a
negative social signal of the decision to sacrifice (2).
We should be careful not to draw strong conclusions
from these two studies, though, since they were con-
ducted with North American participants—partici-
pants in Asia may not be as indifferent to the Switch
sacrifice. However, the current state of evidence is
compatible with the suggestion from Claessens et al.

(1): It could be that relational mobility strongly predicts
sacrifice in Footbridge, but not in Switch or Loop, be-
cause only the Footbridge sacrifice sends a strong,
negative social signal.

This reinterpretation would still leave us with a
mystery, though. If relational mobility only affects
responses in the Footbridge scenario, what is the
hidden cultural variable that would explain variation
in Switch and Loop? Has this cultural variable even
been measured yet? Given our original findings,
Ockham’s razor would have argued against the exis-
tence of such a variable. The results of Claessens
et al. (1) suggest reopening the case, but to solve it
will probably require new, alternate analyses, as well
as the consideration of new country-level variables.
We encourage interested researchers to make use of
our dataset in this pursuit. The statistical modeling
used by Claessens et al. (1) on these data differed in
many respects from the minimal modeling we adop-
ted in our original article (6)—in a sense, the two
models are two distant points in the multiverse of
possible analyses (7). For example, Claessens et al.
(1) chose to include data from countries with fewer
than 200 participants, which were filtered out in our
paper. Although we had not anticipated these spe-
cific decisions, they were possible because the entire
dataset was made public, not only the subset of data
that was needed to reproduce our analyses. Hope-
fully, this availability will prompt yet further refine-
ments of our findings by other groups.

1 S. Claessens, T. Kyritsis, Q. D. Atkinson, Revised analysis shows relational mobility predicts sacrificial behavior in Footbridge but
not Switch or Loop trolley problems. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 117, 13203–13204 (2020).

2 J. A. C. Everett, D. A. Pizarro, M. J. Crockett, Inference of trustworthiness from intuitive moral judgments. J. Exp. Psychol. Gen.
145, 772–787 (2016).

aDepartment of Economics, University of Exeter Business School, Exeter EX4 4PU, United Kingdom; bThe Media Lab, Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, Cambridge, MA 02139; cDepartment of Psychology, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, BC V6T1Z4, Canada; dCentre for
Humans & Machines, Max-Planck Institute for Human Development, Berlin 14195, Germany; eInstitute for Data, Systems, and Society,
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Cambridge, MA 02139; and fToulouse School of Economics, Toulouse School of Management-Research,
Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, University of Toulouse Capitole, Toulouse 31015, France
Author contributions: E.A., S.D., A.S., I.R., and J.-F.B. wrote the paper.
The authors declare no competing interest.
Published under the PNAS license.
1To whom correspondence may be addressed. Email: e.awad@exeter.ac.uk, shariff@psych.ubc.ca, rahwan@mpib-berlin.mpg.de, or jfbonnefon@
gmail.com.
First published June 16, 2020.

www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.2007044117 PNAS | June 16, 2020 | vol. 117 | no. 24 | 13205–13206

L
E
T
T
E
R

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

at
 A

ka
de

m
is

ka
 S

ju
kh

us
et

 o
n 

Ju
ne

 1
7,

 2
02

0 

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7272-7186
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4444-460X
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1796-4303
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1073/pnas.2007044117&domain=pdf
https://www.pnas.org/site/aboutpnas/licenses.xhtml
mailto:e.awad@exeter.ac.uk
mailto:shariff@psych.ubc.ca
mailto:rahwan@mpib-berlin.mpg.de
mailto:jfbonnefon@gmail.com
mailto:jfbonnefon@gmail.com
https://www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.2007044117


3 J. A. C. Everett, N. S. Faber, J. Savulescu, M. J. Crockett, The costs of being consequentialist: Social inference from instrumental harm and impartial beneficence. J.
Exp. Soc. Psychol. 79, 200–216 (2018).

4 S. C. Rom, A. Weiss, P. Conway, Judging those who judge: Perceivers infer the roles of affect and cognition underpinning others’moral dilemma responses. J. Exp.
Soc. Psychol. 69, 44–58 (2017).

5 D. F. Sacco, M. Brown, C. J. Lustgraaf, K. Hugenberg, The adaptive utility of deontology: Deontological moral decision-making fosters perceptions of trust and
likeability. Evol. Psychol. Sci. 3, 125–132 (2017).

6 E. Awad, S. Dsouza, A. Shariff, I. Rahwan, J.-F. Bonnefon, Universals and variations in moral decisions made in 42 countries by 70,000 participants. Proc. Natl. Acad.
Sci. U.S.A. 117, 2332–2337 (2020).

7 S. Steegen, F. Tuerlinckx, A. Gelman, W. Vanpaemel, Increasing transparency through a multiverse analysis. Perspect. Psychol. Sci. 11, 702–712 (2016).

13206 | www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.2007044117 Awad et al.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

at
 A

ka
de

m
is

ka
 S

ju
kh

us
et

 o
n 

Ju
ne

 1
7,

 2
02

0 

https://www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.2007044117

