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Abstract 

Moral disengagement and morality research in general have provided researchers with a robust 

framework for strengthening existing understandings and illuminating novel insights among 

mass communications phenomena. Extant work on moral disengagement illustrates its 

relationship with many experiential outcomes primarily centered on immoral content. The 

current study contributes to this growing body of work by exploring the influence of moral 

disengagement mechanisms within morally incongruent media spaces devoid of immoral 

content. An experiment explored this interplay using a custom built virtual environment that 

asked participants to mediate the peaceful outcome of a large-scale conflict. The results 

corroborate the notion that moral disengagement may function to maximize certain experiential 

outcomes such as identification, transportation, and enjoyment regardless of the presence of 

immoral content.  

 Keywords: moral disengagement, video games, transportation, identification, enjoyment   
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The moral middle ground: Moral disengagement in morally incongruent interactive scenarios 

 

 The intersection of moral psychology and mass communication research has enjoyed a 

recent swell of academic attention. Scholars have used moral concepts to explore and understand 

a litany of mass communication phenomena such as enjoyment of morally congruent media 

messages (Raney, 2011), moral choice in interactive virtual environments (Weaver & Lewis, 

2012), and the reciprocal relationship between people’s moral codes and the media they consume 

(Tamborini, 2011). In part, Haidt and Joseph’s (2004) work on moral foundations theory 

catalyzed the recent swell of work at this intersection, as their perspective provides a cogent 

framework for assessing one’s personal moral code. Although moral foundations theory endows 

researchers with a robust individual difference along moral considerations, it is but one 

dimension of morality. 

Whereas moral foundations identify the virtues people value, trait moral disengagement 

(MD) tendency highlights the tactics people utilize to reconcile morally dubious thoughts, 

feelings, and behaviors. Similar to moral foundations theory, current research reveals that 

disengagement tendencies may help people manage moral concerns when performing game 

violence (Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010; Klimmt, Schmid, Nosper, Hartmann, & Vorderer, 2006) 

and enjoy morally complex media characters such as antiheros (Krakowiak & Tsay, 2011). 

Existing research within this niche primarily centers on how MD functions to aid enjoyment of 

potentially immoral characters and actions. However, work that observes how MD temporarily 

allows people to adopt incongruent—as opposed to immoral—moral perspectives is less 

common. Knowing how MD affects people’s experiences and decisions in morally incongruent 

scenarios may help enrich current understandings of the role MD plays at the intersection of 

moral psychology and mass media communication. Thus, the current study sought to extend this 
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body of work by investigating how trait moral disengagement tendencies affected people’s 

decisions and experiences in a morally incongruent interactive scenario.  

Literature Review 

Moral Disengagement 

 Grounded within the tenants of social cognitive theory (see Bandura, 1986), Bandura, 

Barbaranelli, Caprara, and Pastorelli (1996) explain that direct learning, evaluation of the way 

others react to one’s actions, and exposure to the moral standards of others cause people to 

construct internal moral standards via socialization. These internal guides encourage behaviors 

that increase satisfaction and self-worth and deter behaviors that violate personal moral 

standards, as violations motivate self-criticism. Thus, people motivate themselves to stay within 

the boundaries of their own internal standards by anticipating self-punishment (i.e., self-

sanctions).  

 Unlike Haidt’s (2012) social intuitionist model, which posits that all moral judgments are 

automatic and immediate, Bandura et al. (1996) explain that people’s self-regulatory systems 

only operate when activated. This contextual and selective activation allows for a range of 

personally acceptable conduct within the bounds of the same moral standards. Bandura and 

colleagues identify eight psychosocial processes that disengage self-sanctions from immoral 

behavior. The first three, especially in conjunction, are the most effective processes for 

disengaging self-sanctions, as they allow people to reinterpret abhorrent behaviors as virtuous 

actions. Expanding upon each, the first process—moral justification—occurs when people justify 

immoral behavior by reinterpreting their actions as serving a social or moral purpose. Fighting or 

insulting someone who ridiculed a beloved other to protect their honor/reputation would be an 

example of moral justification. Euphemistic language, the second process, occurs when people 
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use benign labels to identify immoral behaviors (e.g., using the word euthanasia in place of 

killing). When people contrast an immoral behavior (e.g., petty theft) against something more 

reprehensible (e.g., grand theft auto), they engage in advantageous comparison, the third process 

(Bandura et al., 1996). 

Rather than reinterpreting behavior, the next three processes obscure or distort the 

relationship between one’s actions and the effects they cause. Specifically, Displacement of 

responsibility—the fourth process—occurs when people interpret their actions as emerging from 

external pressures (e.g., justifying shocking another research participant because a researcher 

commanded the action). When someone’s actions feel harmless in isolation but are devastating in 

their totality (e.g., developing a small component of a weapon of mass destruction) or when 

someone feels no remorse for the immoral actions of a group they belong to (e.g., enabling or 

encouraging the destruction of property during a riot), that person engages in diffusion of 

responsibility, the fifth process. Distortion of consequences, the sixth process, occurs when 

people minimize or avoid facing the negative consequences of immoral actions (Bandura et al., 

1996). 

The final two processes center on the recipients of immoral actions. These processes 

cause people to perceive recipients as less-than-human or somehow deserving of wrongdoing. 

Accordingly, the seventh process—attribution of blame—occurs when perpetrators blame 

victims for immoral behaviors (e.g., when a police officer justifies an attack on unarmed 

civilians based on the way they are dressed). Dehumanization, the eighth and final process, 

occurs when perpetrators of immoral actions strip victims of human qualities or ascribe victims 

with inhuman, repulsive qualities (e.g., when countries describe enemy combatants as dogs or 

ruthless killers during wartime; Bandura et al., 1996).  
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 In sum, each of these eight processes can affect disengagement by themselves and in 

combination. They work at multiple levels obscuring a more objective assessment of the 

behavior, the cause and effect relationship, and/or the victims themselves. Due to their reliance 

on socialization cues, a person’s moral disengagement tendency is relatively stable over time but 

also susceptible to short-term influences (Shafer & Raney, 2012). As a result, communications 

researchers have used trait and state moral disengagement in both correlational and effects 

research. 

Moral disengagement in communications research 

 At the intersection of mass communications research and moral disengagement (MD), 

correlational and experimental work share near comparable representation. Primarily, 

correlational work has investigated the relationship trait MD tendencies have with anti-social 

behavior, media use, and media enjoyment. More specifically, studies of this nature provide 

evidence that MD positively predicts traditional bullying and cyberbullying behavior among 

children aged 12-15 years (Robson & Witenberg, 2013) and a range of anti-social behaviors 

(e.g., physical and verbal aggression, delinquency, etc.) among elementary and junior high 

students (Bandura et al., 1996). Existing work also provides evidence that MD mediates the 

relationship between frequency of exposure to violent media and both aggression and enjoyment 

of violent media (Richmond & Wilson, 2008). Additionally, work in this area exhibits evidence 

that adolescents’ exposure to anti-social media such as Grand Theft Auto—a violent, adult video 

game—correlates with greater MD tendencies (Gabbiadini, Andrighetto, & Volpato, 2012).  

 Correlational work aside, experimental research mostly centers on how MD cues 

influence affective outcomes. In particular, extant research suggests that some MD cues within 

violent video games (e.g., fighting for a just cause) reduced negative affect but had an 
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inconsistent effect on enjoyment (Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010). Similarly, Lin (2011) found that 

fighting monsters in place of human opponents in a video game reduced shame and guilt, 

increased enjoyment, and made players feel like their characters’ violent actions were more 

justified. Experimental work has also provided evidence that certain media schemas (e.g., the 

anti-hero story schema) cue people to disengage to make morally confounding characters more 

likable (Shafer & Raney, 2012). A recent study by Krakowiak and Tsay-Vogel (2013) stands 

apart from the aforementioned studies, as it focuses on the effect of morally dubious and 

praiseworthy scenarios on MD. They found supporting evidence that people morally disengage 

more when a character has altruistic rather than selfish intentions for performing immoral 

actions. The authors suggested that these scenarios make bad behaviors easier to rationalize. 

Further, they posited that MD might foster overall enjoyment of a narrative that spills over to 

influence dispositions toward characters.  

 In summation, work at the intersection of mass communications research and moral 

disengagement typically investigates how MD cues in media or trait MD influences affective 

responses and character liking. Additionally, existing research has explored how media influence 

one’s MD tendencies. Although some work observes the relationship between MD and 

positive—or even neutral—moral scenarios (Krakowiak & Tsay-Vogel, 2013), work in this area 

is limited.  

Moral suits of armor 

 Why would moral disengagement (MD) come into play within scenarios devoid of 

immoral intentions and outcomes? Although this question may be more difficult to field when 

considering linear media such as television, video games boast particular characteristics that may 

help answer this question. As explained by Klimmt, Hefner, and Vorderer (2009), games provide 
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a special type of identification with characters due to their direct linkage with the user. More 

specifically, most forms of linear media rely on indirect, dyadic relationships with users as 

explained by parasocial interaction and affective disposition theory. In contrast to observing the 

actions of autonomous characters, video games allow players to be another character. According 

to Klimmt et al. (2009):  

Video games thus seem to facilitate a nondyadic or monadic user–character 

relationship in the sense that players do not perceive the game (main) character as 

a social entity distinct from themselves, but experience a merging of their own 

self and the game protagonist. (p. 354)  

The concept of merged identities presented by Klimmt et al. (2009) provides a cogent 

connection to MD. Although video game characters act out the commands of users, the 

characters have their own moral predispositions as defined by the game narrative, the character’s 

behavior in non-interactive game segments (e.g., cut scenes), and the way the character interacts 

with other game characters. Thus, when players merge their identities to game characters, they 

may have to meet somewhere in the moral middle ground. In other words, users have to morally 

disengage and abandon their own personal moral codes to some extent to maximize the monadic 

identification relationship. Accordingly, immoral or otherwise, moral disengagement may 

influence any morally incongruent scenario.  

Existing work reveals connections between MD and identification. For example, some 

preliminary evidence shows that identification with video game characters predicts several MD 

tendencies including displacement of responsibility, distortion of consequences, dehumanization, 

and attribution of blame (Lewis, Chory-Assad, & Taylor, 2006). Other research suggests that 

MD mediates the relationship between identification and enjoyment of anti-heroes (Janicke & 
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Raney, 2011, 2012; Raney, Schmid, Niemann, & Ellensohn, 2009). Nevertheless, all of the 

aforementioned studies investigate MD as an outcome rather than a predictor. In contrast, the 

current work aims to investigate the predictive ability of trait MD on identification using Klimmt 

and colleague’s (2009) conceptualization of monadic identification. This prompts the following 

hypothesis: 

H1: Moral disengagement will positively predict identification. 

Nevertheless, identification can be difficult to achieve, especially when attempting to 

take the perspective of another. As explained by Green, Brock, and Kaufman (2004), people 

must be transported before they can experience an alternative world from a media character’s 

perspective. Transportation, put briefly, is a state marked by cognitive, emotional, and imagery 

immersion (or involvement) in a narrative. Using this perspective, Green et al. (2004) suggest 

that transportation affects not only identification but people’s moral responses to characters as 

well.  Because transportation can exaggerate people's dispositions toward morally relevant media 

characters, it may influence how much people favor morally similar characters and dislike 

morally incongruent characters. This conceptualization of transportation and the proposed 

relationship to identification prompt the following hypotheses: 

H2: Transportation will be positively related to identification. 

H3: Transportation will mediate the relationship between moral disengagement and 

identification.  

Specific to transportation, Green and Brock (2000, p. 702) explain that when a narrative 

transports people, it makes them more likely to accept information incongruent to held beliefs by 

inhibiting counter reasoning. This occurs when people allow the narrative world to displace some 

real-world information. However, this displacement does not occur automatically. People must 
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be motivated to experience this aspect of transportation. As a result, it is possible that MD may 

facilitate transportation by removing barriers to motivation. Specifically, as conceptualized by 

numerous moral psychologists and communication researchers (Gigerenzer, 2010; Greene, 

Nystrom, Engell, Darley, & Cohen, 2004; Haidt, 2012; Tamborini, 2011), humans are intuitive 

moral decision makers. As a result, employing moral reasoning—rather than relying on 

intuition—can be cognitively taxing because it is difficult to appeal to incongruent/unfamiliar 

moral codes when assessing morally-laden situations (Haidt, 2012). However, MD diminishes 

moral self-scrutiny and therefore, laborious moral contemplation. Thus, it is likely that MD may 

reduce barriers to transportation by encouraging intuitive processing. The current study assumes 

that moral incongruence may be one such barrier. This logic prompts the following hypothesis: 

H4: Moral disengagement will positively predict transportation.  

Existing work provides some evidence that people both apply their moral codes and rely 

on in-game cues when making moral decisions within video games. For example, Weaver and 

Lewis (2012) found that players used their own moral codes/foundations when making moral 

decisions in an ambiguously moral scenario. Similarly, Joeckel, Bowman, and Dogruel (2012) 

provided evidence that players were more likely to make morally righteous decisions when 

confronted with a scenario that violated their morals. However, players did not rely on their 

personal moral codes when moral salience was low.  

In addition to using their own morals, players also rely on game cues to guide their moral 

decisions. For example, Weaver, Matthews, Lewis, and Fangxin (2014) found evidence that pre-

game vignettes influenced people's in-game and out-of-game moral decisions. Specifically, 

players were more likely to commit anti-authoritarian decisions when vignettes contained anti-

authority messages. In contrast, players committed pro-authoritarian decisions when vignettes 
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contained pro-authority messages. Beyond moral decision making, there is also evidence that in-

game cues impact people's affective responses to game content. As demonstrated by Hartmann 

and Vorderer (2010), players experienced less guilt and shame when game narratives framed 

violent actions as morally righteous compared to game narratives that framed the same actions as 

morally unscrupulous.  

Thus, the extant literature suggests that players both apply their moral codes within 

games and modify their moral decisions based on narrative cues. The co-existence of these 

tendencies provides corroborating evidence of Klimmt et al. (2009) monadic identification 

within video games. In other words, players appear to meet games in the moral middle ground—

users retain and rely on their moral codes but also modify their moral positions in accord with 

the game's narrative. Because of this tendency, it is possible that players perform this moral 

negotiation even within games devoid of immoral content. This possibility relies on the current 

study's central assumption that morally incongruent media experiences—regardless of the 

direction of difference—require some degree of moral disengagement to enjoy. As a result, 

morally neutral/righteous scenarios, similar to immoral scenarios, may exhibit a relationship 

between MD and both moral decision making and subsequent affective responses. Specifically, 

MD may influence people's decisions to align more with the moral environment specified by the 

game. Additionally, MD may increase enjoyment and decrease negative affect (e.g, guilt). Under 

this conceptualization, moral disengagement functions to minimize the negative affect one feels 

when committing morally incongruent actions to maximize enjoyment. This prompts the final 

hypotheses: 

H5: Moral disengagement will influence people's in-game moral decisions. 

H6a: Moral disengagement will positively predict enjoyment.  
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H6b: Moral disengagement and negative affect will have an inverse relationship. 

Method 

Participants 

 66 volunteers (26 females) were recruited from a large Midwestern university from 

undergraduate telecommunications courses where the students participated for course credit. 

Ages ranged from 18 to 22 (M = 20, SD = 1.06). Caucasians represented to majority of the 

sample (78.8%) followed by mixed race (9.1%), Asians (7.6%), other (3%), and Latinos (1.5%). 

Stimulus 

To maximize experimental control, the study used a custom-built video game. The 

authors created the game environment using the Skyrim Creation Kit, which is a computer-based 

toolset that facilities from-scratch game development using all of the game elements from The 

Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim. The game simulated a non-violent, military negotiation involving an 

emerging civil war between two warring factions. Players assumed the role of a government 

diplomat charged with defusing the civil war by speaking with each of the faction leaders. A 

disagreement based on sanctity formed the basis of the conflict between the two factions.1 A 

quest giver asked players to speak with each leader and decide who was most right, which 

created a winning and a losing side. Then, players sanctioned the losing faction and made a 

charitable donation to winning faction.  

Procedure 

                                                 
1 There was a Northern and a Southern faction. The Northern faction was more traditional and believed that people 

should not wear the color purple because it was impure. Additionally, all purple dye comes from a special flower 

that grows on a mountain sacred to the Northern faction. Thus, collecting the flower defiles the mountain. The 

Southern faction wishes to overturn the longstanding tradition by allowing people to travel on the mountain and 

wear purple. 
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Following informed consent, participants filled out a pre-test questionnaire. Following 

the questionnaire, a researcher explained the premise of the game and the basic controls and then 

allowed participants to play the game. After completing the game, participants filled out a post-

test questionnaire. Upon completion of the post-test, a researcher debriefed the participants and 

dismissed them.  

Measures 

Pre-test measures. Trait moral disengagement. The current study assessed trait moral 

disengagement using the trait moral disengagement scale developed by Bandura et al. (1996). 

The scale measured the salience of each of the eight psychosocial processes using 32-items. The 

measure asked participants how strongly they agreed with statements using a 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale. For example, within the moral justification sub-scale, one 

item read, "It's alright to fight to protect your friends." The four items within each sub-scale were 

averaged to form an index score (moral justification, Cronbach's α = .64; euphemistic labeling,2 

α = .76; advantageous labeling, α = .79; displacement of responsibility,3 α = .64; diffusion of 

responsibility, α = .64; distortion of consequences, α = .80; attribution of blame, α = .64; 

dehumanization α = .83).  

In-game measures. Moral decisions. While playing the game, non-playable characters 

asked participants to make a number of moral decisions central to the narrative. The first asked 

players to indicate their moral judgment on the conflict of interest using a six-point descriptive 

scale ranging from 1 (I am completely for it) to 6 (I am completely against it). Specifically, the 

                                                 
2 One item was removed to make the scale more reliable. 
3 Two items were removed to make the scale more reliable. 
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non-playable character asked, “What is your opinion on wearing the color purple in 

Hammerfell?”  

The second decision prompt asked players to fine the losing side after players made their 

moral judgments. Specifically, the non-playable character asked, “How much land do you 

recommend we take away from the losing side to give to the winning side?” Participants selected 

from options ranging from 1 (5%) to 7 (35%).  

The final decision prompt asked players to donate to the winning side after the players 

fined the losing side. Participants selected from options ranging from 1 (I’ll donate 0% of my 

pay) to 10 (I’ll donate 100% of my pay). More specifically, the non-playable character asked, 

“So, now that you’ve helped [the winning side] once, how much would you like to help them 

again?” 

Post-test measures. State identification. To assess identification, participants answered a 

a five-item version of the scale used by Schneider, Lang, Shin, and Bradley (2004). Each item 

asked players to indicate their agreement using a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale. 

For example, one item read, "I identified with the character I was playing in the game." We 

averaged the scores for all five items to create an index score (Cronbach's α = .92).  

State transportation. The current study measured transportation by adapting ten items 

from Green and Brock’s (2000) general transportation scale to relate to video games. Participants 

indicated their agreement for each item using a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale. 

For example, one item read, “I was mentally involved in the narrative while playing the game.” 

After dropping two items due to low reliability, all items were averaged together to create a 

single index score (Cronbach's α = .82). 
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Enjoyment. To assess enjoyment, participants indicated their agreement with three items 

using a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale: “I enjoyed the game I just played,” “I 

thought the game I just played was boring,” and “I think that the game I just played was fun.” 

After reverse coding the second item, the scores were averaged together to create an index score 

(Cronbach's α = .85).  

Negative affect. Similar to Hartmann and Vorderer (2010), participants' affective states 

were assessed using the ten negative items from the Positive And Negative Affect Scale 

(PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). This 20-item measure asked participants to rate to 

what extent they felt 10 negative (e.g., upset) emotions at the moment of assessment using a 1 

(not at all) to 7 (extremely) scale. Then, the items were averaged to form an index (α = .92).  

Results 

Prior to running analyses, all significantly skewed variables were transformed. 

Additionally, one moral disengagement subscale, diffusion of responsibility, emerged as a 

suppressor variable in every multiple regression analysis. Specifically, its standardized Beta 

coefficient and zero-order correlation value were always oppositely-signed (i.e., one was a 

positive value while the other was a negative value). Because of this, the subscale was omitted 

from the analyses.  

Hypothesis 1 predicted that moral disengagement would positively predict identification. 

A multiple regression analysis confirmed the prediction, F(7, 56) = 2.16, p = .05 (see Table 1). 

The linear combination of the MD subscales accounted for 11.4% of the variance in reported 

identification. Among all subscales, moral justification and displacement of responsibility 

contributed significantly. Specifically, each positively predicted identification.  
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Hypothesis 2 predicted that transportation would positively relate to identification. A 

Pearson correlation confirmed this prediction, r(66) = .78, p < .001. This relationship indicates 

that identification increased as transportation increased.  

Hypothesis 3 predicted that transportation would mediate the relationship between MD 

and identification. Both bivariate correlations and multiple regressions were conducted to assess 

each component of the proposed mediation model (see Figure 1). First, as confirmed by 

hypothesis 1, MD positively predicted identification. Second, a multiple regression analysis 

revealed that MD positively predicted transportation, F(7, 56) = 3.61, p = .003 (see Table 1), 

which also confirms hypothesis 4. The linear combination of the MD subscales accounted for 

22.5% of the variance in transportation. Moral justification, advantageous comparison, and 

displacement of responsibility all significantly contributed to the overall model. Specifically, 

moral justification and displacement of responsibility exhibited a positive relationship with 

identification and advantageous comparison had a negative relationship with identification. 

Third, as confirmed by hypothesis 2, transportation positively related to identification. Because 

all of the relationships were significant, the current study tested for mediation using 

bootstrapping (5000 samples) with 95% bias-corrected confidence estimates via Hayes (2013) 

PROCESS macro. The analysis showed that transportation mediated the relationship between 

moral disengagement and identification, B = .36; CI = .09 to .67. Additionally, the analysis 

suggested that transportation fully mediated the relationship between moral disengagement and 

identification, as the direct effect became insignificant after controlling for transportation, B = 

.09, t(63) = .71, p = .48.  

Hypothesis 5 predicted that moral disengagement would influence participants’ in-game 

moral decisions. To test this, three multiple regressions for each moral decision were computed: 
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amount fined, amount donated, and moral judgment. The analyses revealed that moral 

disengagement did not predict fines (F(7, 56) = 1.48, p = .19), donations (F(7, 56) = .96, p = 

.47), or moral judgments (F(7, 56) = .92, p = .50). This indicates that trait moral disengagement 

tendency did not influence the moral decisions participants made while playing the video game.  

Hypothesis 6a predicted that moral disengagement would positively predict self-reported 

enjoyment. A multiple regression analysis marginally supported this prediction, F(7, 56) = 2.05, 

p = .06 (see Table 2). The linear combination of the moral disengagement subscales accounted 

for 10.5% of the variance in reported enjoyment. Only the moral justification subscale 

contributed significantly, indicating a positive relationship.  

Finally, hypothesis 6b predicted that moral disengagement would negatively predict self-

reported negative affect. A multiple regression analysis did not support this prediction, F(7, 56) 

= 2.18, p = .05 (see Table 2). Although the outcome is significant, the direction of the 

relationship is opposite of the predicted direction. The linear combination of the moral 

disengagement subscales accounted for 11.6% of the variance in reported negative affect. 

Among all subscales, moral justification and displacement of responsibility contributed 

significantly. Specifically, each positively predicted negative affect. 

Discussion 

Existing work on moral disengagement (MD) provides evidence of a relationship with 

anti-social behavior, selective media exposure, and media enjoyment. However, nearly all of the 

extant literature centers on morally disengaging in the context of immoral media content (e.g., 

violence). Thus, little work exists that observes how MD comes into play within morally 

righteous/neutral scenarios. The current study tested if MD influenced people’s decisions and 

experiences in the absence of immoral content under the assumption that MD functions to 
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maximize entertainment within any morally incongruent media experience. The results largely 

supported this notion.  

The current study found evidence that MD increased people’s identification with game 

characters while playing a video game. Rather than being immoral, morally ambiguous, or anti-

heroes, all of the characters were marginally moral—seeking a peaceful resolution to an existing 

conflict. As a result, it appears that MD may function to maximize identification with any 

morally incongruent media character. It is possible that Klimmt and colleagues’ (2009) monadic 

identification may account for this finding. More specifically, video games facilitate a melding 

of identities between the player and the player character. This symbiotic relationship may cause 

players to relinquish their moral codes and meet games in the moral middle ground. However, 

Klimmt and colleagues explain that monadic identification is unique to video games, as players 

are the on-screen media characters. As a result, the proposed relationship between MD and 

identification with morally incongruent characters may be unique to video games. Future 

investigations may wish to investigate this possibility.  

Nevertheless, the data also provide evidence that the connection between MD and 

identification was not direct but fully mediated through transportation. As posited by Green and 

Brock (2000), a narrative must first transport users in order for them to identify with media 

characters. Our results revealed a relationship between MD and transportation and a strong 

relationship between transportation and identification. However, controlling for transportation 

nullified the relationship between MD and identification. This pattern may be indicative of the 

broader connections between these concepts and morality. Namely, it appears that users rely on 

narrative to provide a moral context to interpret characters’ thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. 

However, people’s trait MD tendencies influence the degree to which users engage the narrative. 
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In other words, to connect with a mediated reality, users must have a willingness (or ability) to 

travel beyond their moral boundaries to maximize certain experiential states—in this case 

transportation and identification. Under this conceptualization, MD may function less as a coping 

or protective mechanism and more as an opportunity-seeking psychological state. In other words, 

under certain conditions people may morally disengage to experience different “moral suits of 

armor” as a form of moral exploration or play. Thus, MD may not indicate a general 

disengagement from moral processing, but merely a distancing from one’s established morals.  

In contrast to existing work that found evidence that people’s morals influence the 

decisions they make in video games (Joeckel et al., 2012; Weaver & Lewis, 2012), our data 

suggest that trait MD did not have an effect on any of the in-game moral decisions players made. 

This curious finding may be due to qualitative differences between experiential and behavioral 

outcomes. As conceptualized by a number of moral psychologists (Haidt & Joseph, 2004; Rai & 

Fiske, 2011), human are intuitive ethicists—often rendering moral judgments instantaneously. In 

contrast, explicit moral decisions require some deliberation, especially when situations are 

morally ambiguous. As a result, it is likely that players relied on their established moral 

intuitions when making concrete moral decisions but otherwise morally disengaged during the 

bulk of the game to maximize experiential outcomes. Thus, MD did not affect players’ decisions 

but did influence identification and transportation.  

Finally, our findings regarding affect were the most perplexing, but may fit (and even 

bolster) the current pattern of results. As predicted, the data revealed some (marginal) evidence 

that people’s trait MD tendencies positively predicted self-reported enjoyment. Because one of 

the primary functions of MD is to reduce self-sanctions (Bandura et al., 1996), it is 
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understandable that MD would positively predict enjoyment. In other words, it is logical that 

incongruent moral environments would suppress enjoyment for those lower in trait MD.  

In contrast to positive affect, our findings surrounding negative affect were significant, 

but in the opposite of the predicted direction. It was assumed that MD would function to 

maximize enjoyment by suppressing negative affect. However, the data indicate that MD 

positively predicted negative affect as well as enjoyment. Although unanticipated, this 

perplexing pattern of results may be indicative of emotional co-activation. As explained by 

Cacioppo and Gardner (1999) and Lang, Bradley, and Cuthbert (1997), appetitive (i.e., approach) 

and aversive (i.e., avoid) motivational systems are the foundation of human cognition. Because 

each system can act independently of one another, environments that contain both threats and 

opportunities can activate both systems simultaneously. Applying these principles to the current 

study, that data showed that MD predicted both enjoyment and negative affect. It is likely that 

this pattern corroborates the notion put forth earlier: MD may function less as a protective 

mechanism and more as an opportunity-seeking psychological state characterized by moral 

exploration or play. Although enjoyable, experimenting with alternative “moral suits of armor” 

may be anxiety inducing, as the potential of encountering discomforting content is likely. Thus, 

perhaps morally incongruent media experiences devoid of explicit immoral content co-activate 

each motivational system leading to both enjoyment and negative affect. 

Beyond the primary analyses, a handful of additional patterns emerged. First, across all 

analyses, the moral justification and displacement of responsibility MD subscales predicted the 

outcomes of interest most consistently (relative to the other subscales). This finding is puzzling, 

as each subscale appears relevant to the scenario participants encountered. Perhaps this occurred 

because of the nature of the interactive scenario. Specifically, the scenario was a video game that 
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lacked polarizing moral content (e.g., violence). As a result, maybe moral justification and 

displacement of responsibility are the most relevant components of trait MD that apply within 

these specific moral scenarios. Future work may benefit from exploring when and why certain 

MD mechanisms activate over others.  

Second, although the data showed that MD positively predicted transportation, the 

advantageous comparison subscale was significant in the opposite of the predicted direction. In 

other words, the lower people’s trait tendency for advantageous comparison, the more 

transported they were. This finding highlights an interesting trend within the dataset. 

Advantageous comparison and euphemistic labeling both displayed a consistent negative 

relationship trend within all of the analyses. Because of this, perhaps some MD traits function to 

maximize experiential outcomes while other traits suppress such outcomes. Alternatively, the 

role of each trait may be specific to each medium (i.e, television vs. video games) or the 

narrative context. A final possibility may be that the relationship between the included outcomes 

and MD may have a “sweet spot” that requires some, but not too much, MD to maximize. 

Limitations and conclusion 

One limitation of the current study was inconsistent scale reliability. To increase the 

reliability of some of the MD subscales, remove some items were removed. Despite this, some 

reliabilities remained lower than ideal. Previous research has experienced similar issues with the 

MD subscale reliabilities (e.g., Lewis et al., 2006). Therefore, readers should interpret the 

findings that rely on subscales with lower reliabilities with some caution.  

Moral disengagement and the broader collection of morality research have provided 

social scientists a robust framework for strengthening existing understandings and providing 

novel insights into mass communications phenomena. Current work on MD provides evidence of 
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its influence on many experiential outcomes primarily centered on immoral content. The current 

study contributes to this growing body of work by exploring the relationship between MD 

mechanisms within morally incongruent media spaces devoid of immoral content. Thus, it 

appears that MD may play a pivotal role in a broad collection of media experiences.  
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Table 1. Summary of regression analyses of trait moral disengagement tendencies predicting 

identification and transportation.                                                             

 
Identification  Transportation 

  ß F df adj. R2   ß F df adj. R2 

Overall  

model 
 2.16* 56 0.11   3.61* 56 0.23 

Moral 

justification 
0.31*     0.31*    

Euphemistic  

labeling 
-0.18     -0.25    

Advantageous 

comparison 
-0.25     -0.31*    

Displacement 

of responsibility 
0.30*     0.39**    

Distortion of 

consequences 
0.01     0.22    

Attribution 

of blame 
0.13     0.01    

Dehumanization 0.03         0.06       

 * p ≤ .05, ** p ≤ .01.         
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Figure 1. Indirect effect of moral disengagement on identification through transportation.  

 

Note: * p ≤ .05, ** p ≤ .01. 
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Table 2. Summary of regression analyses of trait moral disengagement tendencies predicting 

negative affect.                                                             

 
Enjoyment 

 
Negative affect 

  ß F df adj. R2  ß F df adj. R2 

Overall  

model 
 2.05† 56 0.11 

 
 2.18* 56 0.12 

Moral 

justification 
0.37**    

 
0.27*    

Euphemistic  

labeling 
-0.18    

 
-0.20    

Advantageous 

comparison 
-0.04    

 
-0.06    

Displacement 

of responsibility 
0.21    

 
0.29*    

Distortion of 

consequences 
0.11    

 
-0.19    

Attribution 

of blame 
-0.08    

 
0.19    

Dehumanization -0.07       
 

0.05       

 † p ≤ .06, * p ≤ .05, ** p ≤ .01.        

 

 


