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Military Ethical Decision Making: The Effects of Option
Choice and Perspective Taking on Moral Decision-Making

Processes and Intentions

Megan M. Thompson and Tonya Hendriks
Ann-Renée Blais

We investigated the ethical decision-making processes and intentions of 151 military personnel respond-
ing to 1 of 2 ethical scenarios drawn from the deployment experiences of military commanders. For each
scenario, option choice and perspective affected decision-making processes. Differences were also found
between the 2 scenarios. Results add to the emerging literature concerning operational ethical conflicts
and highlight the complexity and challenge that often accompanies operational ethics.
Keywords: military moral decision making, option choice, perspective taking

Military ethics is a crucial foundation that separates “soldiers from murderers” (Liivoja, 2012, p.
146) and “warfare from slaughter” (Ignatieff, as cited in Liivoja, 2012, p. 146). In doing so,
military ethics has a variety of other important functions. It protects the individual soldier from
moral stress and injury (Litz et al., 2009; Nilsson, 2010; Shay, 2002, 2011) and promotes unit
cohesion (Kirkland, 2003; although Winslow, 2004, provided a different perspective on the
military unit cohesion–ethics relation). Abiding by military ethics also ensures continuing public
support of the military and for a particular mission (Bradley & Tymchuk, 2013; Riesman &
Antoniou, as cited in Dunlop, 2009; Robinson, 2007; Stouffer & Seiler, 2010; Warner &
Appenzeller, 2011), whereas “ethical failures . . . may have far-reaching political and strategic
consequences” (Olsen, Eid, & Larsson, 2010, p. S138). For all of these reasons, moral judgment
is an “integral part of the military profession” (Verweij, Hofhuis, & Soeters, 2007, p. 20).

Still, recent incidents from the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq (Banks, 2012; de Graaff & Van Den
Berg, 2010;Macdonald, Sharpe, &Davis, 2009; Rayment, 2011; Robinson, 2009; Santow, 2011) have
understandably refocused attention on military ethics during operations. In groundbreaking research
Castro and McGurk (2007) found that fewer than half the U.S. soldiers and marines surveyed agreed
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that noncombatants always should be treated with respect, with more than one third agreeing that
torture was allowable in order to save the life of a team member and 10% reporting that they had
engaged in immoral behaviors (e.g., the unnecessary hitting or kicking a civilian or the destruction of
their property). Just as important, this study and subsequent research (Warner et al., 2011; Wilk et al.,
2013) also revealed the links between these unethical attitudes and behaviors and combat exposure,
trauma, negative emotions, and stress reactions. Although the United States has been the leader in
systematically documenting such attitudes and behaviors, other militaries have also grappled with these
same issues (see “Bad Behavior in Afghanistan,” 2006; Banks, 2012; Bercuson, 1996; Santow, 2011).

Further complicating matters, modern military missions are often counterinsurgency operations
that most often occur among civilian populations (Kimhi & Kasher, 2015; Olsen et al., 2010) and in
which soldiers often shift between peacekeeper, diplomat, and warrior” roles (Schut, de Graaff, &
Verweij, 2015, p. 616). These factors result in “morally and culturally critical situations [that are]
complex and loaded with ambiguity” (Schut & Moelkera, 2015, p. 232; see also Seiler, Fischer, &
Voegtli, 2011) and require sustaining the “acknowledged norms of ethical behavior in the face of
aggression and provocations in order to avoid adverse consequences such as a counterproductive
escalation of hostilities” (Bartone, 2004, cited in Olsen et al., 2010, p. s152).

It is also important to remember that, although some soldiers engage in ethical transgressions, not
all soldiers do; thus it becomes incredibly important to understand how military personnel make
ethical decisions, the factors that can affect these processes, and how these factors interact. The
current research begins to explore these points, investigating the effects of ethical option choice and
the perspective taken on the ethical decision-making processes of a sample of military personnel.

THE ETHICAL DECISION-MAKING PROCESS

The ethical decision-making process begins with the recognition that ethical issues are at play
(see Blum, 1991; Verweij et al., 2007). This ethical awareness allows moral judgments, that is,
assessments of the values and interests underlying and the inherent goodness or badness,
rightness or wrongness, fairness or unfairness of the situation (see Rest, 1986) to be made.
This awareness and such judgments affect ethical intent, the decision maker’s resolve or his or
her estimate of the likelihood of actually engaging in that option choice should the real situation
arise (Barnett, 2001; Barnett & Vaicys, 2000; Barnett & Valentine, 2004; Flory, Phillips,
Reidenbach, & Robin, 1992; Jones, 1991; May & Pauli, 2002; Rallapalli, Vitell, & Barnes,
1998; Rest, 1986; Robin, Gordon, Jordon, & Reidenbach, 1996). Also important in the moral
decision-making process is the individual’s assessments of moral intensity (Jones, 1991), the
ethical impetus associated with the characteristics of the situation itself. With respect to moral
intensity, the degree of harm anticipated (i.e., magnitude of consequences) and the perceived
social agreement (social consensus) that an act is ethical or not are the dimensions that have the

1 The other moral intensity dimensions include probability of effect, the likelihood that the event actually will take
place and cause the harm or benefit predicted; Proximity, the degree of perceived social, cultural, physical, or
psychological nearness to the victims/beneficiaries; temporal immediacy, the length of time between the present and
the anticipated onset of the moral act.; and concentration of effect, the inverse function of the number of people affected
by an act of a given magnitude, specifically, that acts affecting an individual are rated as more ethically charged than
those that affect many people.
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most consistently reported effects1 (Carlson, Kacmar, & Wadsworth, 2002; Harrington, 1997;
Jaffe & Pasternak, 2006; Morris & McDonald, 1995; Singer, 1998; Singer & Singer, 1997;
Weber, 1990). Together these factors affect ethical actions, defined as behaviors that are
deliberately undertaken that are related to or are intended to produce fair, just, and/or beneficent
outcomes to others (Schulman, 2002).

Although this decision-making process is well documented in civilian samples, explorations of
military moral decision-making are a more recent addition to the literature (Verweij et al., 2007). The
research conducted to date has been revealing; as noted earlier, illuminating the moral attitudes and
behaviors of deployed personnel and its links to deployment stress and to anger (Castro & McGurk,
2007; Warner et al., 2011). Other research also documents the moral complexity and challenges that
military personnel can face while deployed (e.g., Jans & Cullens, 2010; Schut & Moelkera, 2015;
Thompson, Thomson, & Adams, 2008; Van Baarle, Bosch, Widdershoven, Verweij, & Molewijk,
2015). In their research, Schut et al. (2015) found that ethically charged situations were most often
found to involve cultural differences and that strange and unfamiliar practices weremostly associated
with other condemning moral emotions (anger, disgust), as well as compassion for victims. In this
research, the soldiers also indicated that their typical reaction to these events was restraint, in that
they most reported reactions that involved trying to understand (or rationalizing, moral justification,
numbing and moral relativism; see de Graaff, Schut, Verweij, Vermetten, & Giebels, 2016) the
cultural differences and/or talking to the transgressor rather than being aggressive or leaving the
situation. Despite the temptation to see the ethical decision making of soldiers as inherently different
from that of civilians, at least one study demonstrated that the ethical judgments of military personnel
are often consistent with higher levels of moral development and are generally comparable to those
of civilians and military reservists (Kimhi & Kasher, 2015; Verweij et al., 2007)—although in their
work Kimhi and Kasher also found regular force soldiers to bemore authoritarian and right-wing and
found that their responses to a military ethical scenario included a lower agreement with the
proportionality principle and a higher use of force and lower agreement with in comparison to a
student sample. Still other research has begun to explore the effects of situational aspects of the
scenario, finding that soldiers applied different mental-processing sensemaking strategies in high-
and low-intensity scenarios (de Graaff, Giebels, Meijer, & Verweij, 2016; Seiler et al., 2011), with
deployment experience also reducing perceptions of degree of harm in low-intensity scenarios (de
Graaff, Giebels, et al., 2016). A final set of studies have investigated military ethical education,
finding that soldiers rate ethical education as important (Verweij et al., 2007), and that ethical
education courses improved the ethical decision-making processes and moral competence of soldiers
(Seiler et al., 2011; Van Baarle et al., 2015). However, educational tools and even military codes of
conduct were not rated as having been influential in the responses of military personnel who had
previously encountered an operational moral dilemma (Verweij et al., 2007).

Two additional experiments took a different approach to the study of decision-making
processes in response to military ethical challenges. In that work, Krosch, Figner, and Weber
(2012) and Blais and Thompson (2013) conducted studies in which civilian participants were
presented with written scenarios drawn from the operational experiences of Canadian Armed
Forces personnel (Thomson, Adams, & Sartori, 2005). Respondents were asked to imagine
themselves in the role of the commander of a military mission deployed to a country in the midst
of a vicious civil war. One scenario involved a decision about whether to allow civilian refugees
who were the targets of shelling safe haven in their military camp, a decision that would
critically stretch camp resources and contravene orders to maintain neutrality in the conflict.
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The alternative would be to turn the refugees away. The other scenario involved a decision to
either privately reprimand or court-martial a subordinate (and good friend) for a repeated risky
operational decision that put soldiers in potential risk and contravened the mission’s neutrality.

The results of these studies revealed the ethical challenge and complexity inherent in these
situations for the civilian respondents. For example, Krosch et al.’s (2012) participants were
equally split between choosing to let the refugees in and turning them away from the camp,
whereas about 70% of their sample chose the private reprimand versus the court martial.
Respondents who rated care or humanitarian concerns as paramount relative to others such as
consequence, self-interest, or role-based considerations were more likely to opt to let the
refugees into the camp. Moreover, speaking to ethical complexity, they found that conflicts in
underlying moral principles (e.g., where care concerns were rated about equally to consequence
or role-based concerns) were associated with greater future worry and, in some cases, a higher
level of physiological arousal.

Although Blais and Thompson’s (2013) civilian sample responded somewhat differently—
60% opted to keep the refugees out of the military camp, and there was an equal split between
the private reprimand and the court-martial of the subordinate—their results also revealed a
degree of ethical complexity. That is, participants’ ratings of social consensus, magnitude of
consequences, and ethical judgments were congruent only in the subordinate scenario: Here,
greater social consensus and lower harm were accorded, regardless of the choice made.
However, in the refugee scenario, respondents who opted to turn the refugees away from the
camp (vs. letting them in) indicated that fewer other people would agree with this decision and
rated the choice as less good, fair, and/or just, but they also indicated that this choice would be
associated with lower harm levels. In the current research we apply and extend these findings,
using these operational scenarios and general methodology to investigate these ethical decision
processes in a military sample.

EFFECTS OF PERSPECTIVE TAKING

Krosch et al. (2012) and Blais and Thompson (2013) also posited that the perspective taken by
the respondents might have affected the ethical decision-making process results in their respec-
tive studies. For instance, Krosch et al. wondered whether the limited pattern of results that they
found for ethical emotions was because they assessed these emotions only from the perspective
of the decision maker. Blais and Thompson pointed out that respondent assessments of the
degree of harm might differ depending on the perspective taken. More specifically, they
speculated that the perceived degree of harm associated with turning the refugees away in the
refugee scenario might be lower if one was focusing on harm to oneself versus harm to others.

Other research similarly suggests that perspective taking should play a role in ethical decision
making, demonstrating, for instance, that ethical decisions and/or processes differ for people
who differ in temporary moral self-worth levels (Sachdeva, Iliev, & Medin, 2009) or who are
low versus high in empathy (the latter predicated on ability to assume another’s perspective),
although this relationship can be complex (Maibom, 2014). Boccia et al. (2017) also found some
effects of perspective on the ethical decision making of Italian Air Force pilots and civilian
controls. That is, ethical scenarios in which the respondent would also be a target of harm
produced more utilitarian responses (minimizing the number of people harmed) than scenarios in
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which only others are targets of harm, although in this study perspective also interacted with
scenario type, gender, military versus civilian status, and flight hours. Carlson et al. (2002)
directly manipulated the perspective taken, having respondents make ethical assessments when
the ethical agent in a scenario was the self, a third person (other orientation), or an organization.
They found that moral awareness (and perceptions of proximity) accounted for more of the
variance in the moral judgments made in the self condition than in the other two conditions—
significantly so for the organization orientation. Although intriguing, it is of note that Carlson
et al. manipulated the self/other/organizational orientations in the context of three entirely
different scenarios, and the differential effects of perspective also could have been affected by
differences in other aspects of the scenarios themselves.

THE CURRENT STUDY

The current research aims to contribute to an understanding of military ethical decision-making
processes. We apply a traditional ethical decision-making experimental procedure to explore the
ethical choices and decision processes of military personnel using the two military ethical
scenarios used in previous research with civilian samples. With respect to option choice, the
military scenarios have embedded within them mission orders to remain neutral and impartial,
and this is expected to guide the choices and judgments of the majority of military personnel. In
the case of the refugee scenario this would mean that the majority of military members would
elect to keep the refugees out of the camp, as allowing them in could violate impartiality and
neutrality. In the subordinate scenario, the court-martial might be seen as the appropriate choice,
as the subordinate has now repeatedly violated the principles of impartiality and neutrality and
has put his or her comrades and the mission at risk.

The examination of choice on subsequent ethical decision processes in this study is explora-
tory, as this is the first time that a military sample is being used. However, based the previous
research (Blais & Thompson, 2013; Krosch et al., 2012), we continue to expect to see the
differential effects of choice on ethical decision-making processes. That is, in some cases we still
expect to see evidence of ethical conflict, defined as an inconsistency between the choices made
and the ratings of the dimensions of ethical decision making that are associated with those
choices.

We investigate the role of perspective taking by varying whether military respondents focus
on the degree of harm that could occur to (a) self or (b) to others, or (c) when the target of harm
is left undefined. Moreover, we manipulate perspective taken within the context of the same
ethical scenario. This allows us to more clearly see the specific effects of perspective taking
isolated from any effects of scenario per se. Following from the literature in the area, the
perspective manipulation is expected to differentially affect ethical decision making.
Specifically, a self-focus should reduce the overall perceptions of harm associated with turning
the refugees away from the camp and the court-martial of the subordinate, relative to adopting an
“other” perspective. Leaving the target of harm undefined may allow respondents to focus on
themselves, others, or both self and others all at once. As such, responses might be expected to
fall somewhere between the self and the other perspective. Although the perspective manipula-
tion is expected to affect magnitude of consequences (i.e., degree of harm) ratings, for com-
pleteness we include it as a factor in all relevant analyses.
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METHOD

Participants2

Participants were 151 military personnel (28 women, 123 men; MAge = 36.24, SDAge = 10.33)
who worked at a Canadian Armed Forces regional headquarters. Of the participants, 120 were
noncommissioned members (NCM: privates–sergeants) and 30 were officers (captains–colo-
nels); one respondent did not provide a rank. Seventy-four respondents indicated that they had at
least one prior overseas deployment.

Procedure

Recruitment

General information about a study of decision making was advertised via posters in the
hallways of the regional headquarters and spread by word of mouth. Interested military person-
nel attended a prescheduled research session in one of the headquarters classrooms. After a brief
introduction to the study, participants were randomly assigned to one of the three perspective
conditions (i.e., self, other, undefined) and to read one of two ethical scenarios.

Volunteers began by completing a brief demographic questionnaire, then read the ethical scenario
and its two associated courses of action and made their choice. Next, they rated the magnitude of
consequences, social consensus, moral awareness, and moral judgment associated with their choice.
They then indicated the extent towhich theywould actually choose their initial option selection in a real-
life setting, relative to all other possible courses of action. Last, they could add an open-ended response
indicating whom they were thinking of when they considered the possible degree of harm and negative
consequences of their decision. The participants took 20 to 30min on average to complete the study and
received Can$32.56 for their participation. All study procedures and measures were reviewed and
approved by the Defence Research and Development Canada Human Research Ethics Committee.

Ethical Scenarios

The military ethical scenarios used in this research replicated those of Blais and Thompson
(2013) and Krosch et al. (2012) and were drawn from the operational experiences of Canadian
Armed Forces commanders (see appendix in Blais & Thompson, 2013; Thomson et al., 2005).

Measures

Option choice. In the refugee scenario, respondents could choose between turning the
refugees away from the camp and letting them in. In the subordinate scenario, option choices
were a private reprimand or a court martial.

Social consensus. Two items from the well-established multi-item scales of McMahon
and Harvey (2006) assessed social consensus (i.e., “Most people would agree on what the

2We deliberately chose to limit the number and specificity of the demographic questions asked to increase the
anonymity of our participants and their responses in this sensitive area.
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appropriate decision is in this scenario” and “People are not likely to agree about whether the
decision was right or wrong”). Participants rated the extent to which they agreed with each of the
statements on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree. The
Spearman–Brown internal reliability coefficient, a measure of internal consistency for two item
scales (see Eisinga, Grotenhuis, & Pelzer, 2013) was .39, unfortunately falling well below the
accepted standard of 0.7, as suggested by Nunally and Bernstein (1994).

Magnitude of consequences and perspective manipulation. Two items assessed
magnitude of consequences, that is, the degree of potential harm likely to occur as a result of
the decision (“The overall harm as a result of the decision will be very small” and “The negative
consequences of the decision will be very serious”; McMahon & Harvey, 2006). In addition,
respondents’ perspective was manipulated by amending the endings of the harm items (i.e., self
perspective: “The negative consequences of the decision will be very serious for me”; other
perspective: “The negative consequences of the decision will be very serious for others”;
control/undefined perspective: “The negative consequences of the decision will be very ser-
ious”). Participants again rated the extent to which they agreed with each of the magnitude of
consequences statements on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from strongly agree to strongly
disagree. In this case, the Spearman–Brown coefficient was .62.

Moral awareness. Three items, originating from the work of Reynolds (2006), assessed
moral awareness (i.e., “This situation could be described as a moral issue,” “There are very
important ethical aspects to this situation,” and “This matter clearly does not involve ethics or
moral issues [reversal]”). These items were also rated on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging
from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The internal reliability for this scale was good
(Cronbach’s α = .85).

Moral judgment. Participants responded to eight 7-point semantic-differential rating scales
were used to assess the moral judgment (e.g., just–unjust, morally right–not morally right,
culturally acceptable–culturally unacceptable; Reidenbach & Robin, 1990) of their selected
option. The internal reliability for this scale was good (Cronbach’s α = .80).

Moral intent. One 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from extremely likely to extremely
unlikely followed the question, “If you were to face this dilemma in real life, how likely would
you be to choose the same option (i.e., the one you just chose) as opposed to any other option?”

Open-ended response. A space was provided at the end of the questionnaire for
participants to indicate whom they were thinking of when they considered the possible degree
of harm and negative consequences of their decision.

RESULTS

Initial Analyses

As seen in Table 1, moral awareness scores were high across conditions, suggesting that moral
awareness was triggered for our respondents—a prerequisite for the engagement of ethical
decision-making processes. We initially ran a 2 (scenario) × 2 (choice) × 3 (orientation) analysis
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of variance (ANOVA), which revealed significant or marginally significant main effects of
scenario on moral awareness, magnitude of consequences, social consensus, and moral judgment
scores: Thus we elected to analyze the scenarios separately.

Choice

In the subordinate scenario, participants were equally divided between response options, with
50% (N = 39) of the respondents opting for the reprimand and 50% opting for the court martial,
(χ2 = 0, ns). On the other hand, in the current sample there was a clear majority preference
insofar as the refugee scenario was concerned. Almost 80% (79.45%, N = 58/73) of the military
respondents chose the option of turning the refugees away from the camp over letting them in, a
finding that was statistically significant, χ2(1, N = 73) = 25.33, p < .001.

Analyses of Variance

To examine the effects of the perspective and choice manipulations on the mean moral
awareness, magnitude of consequences, social consensus, moral judgment, and moral intention
scores, we conducted 2 (choice) × 3 (perspective) completely between-subjects ANOVAs for
each scenario. Due to low power, we describe all significant (α < .05) and marginal (α < .10)
effects.

TABLE 1
Mean Ratings by Dilemma, Choice, and Perspective

MA MC SC MJ MI

n M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Refugees scenario
Let them in 15 6.58 0.44 4.20 0.44 3.93 0.39 5.42 0.29 5.31 0.38
Undefined 5 6.53 0.71 4.10 0.72 3.80 0.64 5.15 0.46 5.80 0.61
Others 7 6.67 0.60 3.00 0.61 4.00 0.54 5.36 0.39 6.14 0.52
Self 3 6.56 0.91 5.50 0.92 4.00 0.83 5.75 0.60 4.00 0.79

Turn them away 58 5.25 0.21 4.88 0.21 3.92 0.19 4.38 0.14 5.62 0.18
Undefined 19 5.37 0.36 5.42 0.37 3.84 0.33 4.13 0.24 5.53 0.32
Others 17 4.88 0.38 4.97 0.39 3.97 0.35 4.57 0.25 5.82 0.33
Self 22 5.48 0.34 4.25 0.34 3.96 0.31 4.44 0.22 5.50 0.29

Subordinate scenario
Private reprimand 39 5.54 0.27 4.14 0.26 4.18 0.23 4.84 0.17 5.39 0.21
Undefined 16 5.56 0.41 3.50 0.40 4.06 0.35 4.94 0.25 5.06 0.30
Others 10 5.10 0.52 3.50 0.50 3.95 0.44 4.56 0.32 5.50 0.38
Self 13 5.97 0.45 5.42 0.44 4.54 0.39 5.00 0.28 5.61 0.34

Court-martial 39 4.95 0.27 3.86 0.27 4.87 0.24 5.70 0.17 6.11 0.20
Undefined 8 4.38 0.58 3.69 0.57 4.63 0.49 5.33 0.36 6.13 0.43
Others 16 5.17 0.41 4.00 0.40 4.84 0.35 5.99 0.25 6.00 0.30
Self 15 5.31 0.42 3.90 0.41 5.13 0.36 5.78 0.26 6.20 0.31

Note. N = 151. Minimum and maximum scores are 1 and 7, respectively. MA = moral awareness; MC = magnitude of
consequences; SC = social consensus; MJ = moral judgment; MI = moral intent.
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Moral Awareness

In the subordinate scenario, the ANOVA did not reveal any significant main effects or
interaction of choice and perspective on moral awareness. In the refugee scenario, the
ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of choice, F(1, 67) = 7.81, MSE = 2.48, p = .007,
ηp

2 = .10, on moral awareness: Participants who had chosen to let the refugees into the camp
reported higher levels of moral awareness than did those participants who had chosen to turn the
refugees away (Ms = 5.55 vs. 4.95).

Magnitude of Consequences

In the subordinate scenario, the ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of perspective,
F(2, 72) = 3.36, MSE = 2.54, p = .040, ηp

2 = .09, and a marginally significant Choice ×
Perspective interaction effect, F(2, 72) = 3.06, MSE = 2.54, p = .053, ηp

2 = .08. As indicated in
Table 1, the mean magnitude of consequences score was higher in the self perspective condition
(M = 4.66) compared to the undefined (M = 3.59) and other (M = 3.75) perspective conditions,
though the Tukey honestly significant difference (HSD) post hoc test indicated that mean scores
for the self perspective condition were significantly greater than the undefined perspective
condition only (p = .055). The Tukey HSD post hoc test for the marginal Choice ×
Perspective interaction indicated that this interaction was driven by a significant difference
between mean scores for the self perspective and undefined perspective conditions for those
who chose to privately reprimand the subordinate only (p = .022; Ms = 5.42 vs. 3.50).

In the refugee scenario, the ANOVA revealed a significant Choice × Perspective interaction
effect, F(1, 67) = 3.56, MSE = 2.59, p = .034, ηp

2 = .10. Although the results of the Tukey HSD
post hoc test did not reveal any statistically significant differences between the means, observa-
tion of the means revealed a trend for a crossover effect. Specifically, the mean magnitude of
consequences tended to be higher in the self perspective condition (compared to the undefined
and other perspective conditions) for those who opted to let the refugees in, whereas the mean
magnitude of consequences was lower in the self perspective condition (compared to the
undefined and other perspective conditions) for those who elected to turn the refugees away.

Social Consensus

In the subordinate scenario, the ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of choice,
F(1, 72) = 4.36, MSE = 1.96, p = .040, ηp

2 = .06, on social consensus. Those participants
who elected to court-martial the subordinate anticipated that more people would agree on what
was the correct course of action than did those participants who opted to privately reprimand the
subordinate (Ms = 4.87 vs 4.18). In the refugee scenario, the ANOVA did not reveal any
significant main effects or interaction between option choice and perspective on social
consensus.

Moral Judgment

In the subordinate scenario, the ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of choice,
F(1, 72) = 13.63, MSE = 1.02, p = .000, ηp

2 = .16, on moral judgment, indicating that those
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participants who chose to court-martial the subordinate judged their choice as being significantly
more ethical than did those participants who had chosen to privately reprimand the subordinate
(Ms = 5.70 vs. 4.83).

In the refugee scenario, the ANOVA also revealed a significant main effect of choice,
F(1, 67) = 10.87, MSE = 1.08, p = .002, ηp

2 = .14, on moral judgment. In this instance,
however, those participants who opted to turn the refugees away from the camp judged their
choice as being significantly less ethical than did those participants who had chosen to let them
in (Ms = 4.38 vs. 5.42).

Moral Intent

In the subordinate scenario, the ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of choice,
F(1, 72) = 6.36, MSE = 1.47, p = .014, ηp

2 = .08, on moral intent, showing that those
participants who chose to court-martial the subordinate indicated that they would be significantly
more likely to make the same decision in real life than did those participants who opted to
reprimand the subordinate (Ms = 6.11 vs. 5.39).

In the refugee scenario, the ANOVA revealed a marginal main effect of perspective,
F(1, 67) = 2.81, MSE = 1.89, p = .067, ηp

2 = .08, on moral intent, revealing a trend for those
participants in the other perspective condition to indicate that they were more likely to make the
same decision in real life than participants in the undefined or self perspective conditions
(Ms = 5.98 vs. 5.66 and 4.75).

Effects of Demographic Variables

Although not included as variables of interest in this research, for completeness we conducted
an exploratory analyses that included three demographic variables (sex: male vs. female,
previous operational experience: yes vs. no, and rank: NCM vs. officer), as well as our two
independent variables of choice and perspective as fixed factors in our ANOVAs on moral
awareness, magnitude of consequences, social consensus, moral judgment, and moral intent
scores. Given the extremely low power due the small sample sizes in some of the cells in our
experimental design, we can investigate only the main effects of the demographic variables (as
well as choice and perspective and their interaction term) on ethical decision-making process
variables. Results of these analyses yielded few consistent effects of demographics.

In the refugee scenario there was a significant main effect of rank only on magnitude of
consequences, F(1, 63) = 9.13, p = .004, ηp

2 = .13, with NCMs reporting a significantly lower
mean magnitude of consequences score than officers (Ms = 4.19 vs. 5.54). There was also a
main effect of operational experience on moral judgment scores that just failed to reach
significance, F(1, 63) = 3.76, p = .057, ηp

2 = .06. Results indicated that participants with
operational experience reported marginally significantly higher mean moral judgment scores
than those without operational experience (Ms = 5.14 vs. 4.63).

Similar analyses for the subordinate scenario yielded only one significant main effect of sex
on mean magnitude of consequences scores, F(1,69) = 6.92, p = .011, ηp

2 = .09, with women
reporting significantly higher mean magnitude of consequences scores than their male counter-
parts (Ms = 5.19 vs. 3.91). Important to note, however the addition of these variables did not
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change the pattern of results seen for choice or perspective on the ethical decision-making
process variables.

Open-ended responses. For the subordinate scenario, 49 of 78 (62.8%) of the sample
provided responses to the open-ended question that asked them to indicate whom they were
thinking of when they considered the possible degree of harm and negative consequences of
their decision. Those participants who chose to reprimand the subordinate indicated that they
were thinking primarily about the implications of their decision for their friend. For example,
comments such as “My considerations are for my friend, who thought he was doing the right
thing, he just needed to have the facts reinstated to him,” “the impact on my friend’s life and
career,” and “The soldier, friend or not, deserves the chance to get it right. Both sides would not
have fought as long as he was there” were provided by those who selected the option to
reprimand the subordinate. For those who chose the option to court-martial the subordinate,
comments such as “the effect it has on the mission,” “greatest harm to mission and trust if
neutrality is violated,” and “my soldiers and the soldiers on the next roto3” were given,
indicating that these respondents were thinking about the wider implications of their decision
for the current and future mission.

For the refugee scenario, 45 of 73 (61.6%) of respondents provided open ended-responses.
The participants who elected to let the refugees into the camp were thinking primarily about the
implications for the civilian population. For example, comments such as “civilian people,” “I
was thinking of people who were getting injured/killed,” and “Highest priority is to preservation
of life. Next priority is to perception [sic] of impartiality my decision/action is a way to try to
solve both” illustrate that the protection of the civilians was their priority. On the other hand,
comments made by those who chose the response more consistent with mission orders (i.e.,
turning the refugees away) suggest that participants were concerned with the long-term con-
sequences of their decision. For example, comments such as “The long range, wider conse-
quences of the action. Possible ruptured relations, years of continued conflict, forcing my
superiors and country into damaged-control mode. Not to mention putting our own camp at
jeopardy because we’re not set up to take in refugees (of that number)” and “Not just 100 people
outside the gate but the bigger picture and possible ramifications as outlined by command” were
provided.

DISCUSSION

Building on previous research that explored civilians’ responses to military operational ethical
scenarios drawn from the deployment experiences of military commanders (Blais & Thompson,
2013; Krosch et al., 2012), we investigated the ethical decision-making processes of military
personnel. We also explored the effects of perspective taking on these ethical decision processes,
specifically with respect to magnitude of consequences scores. We realized that these were
difficult moral decisions in that some potential harm would occur no matter which alternative
was selected (Seiler et al., 2011; Verweij et al., 2007). Still, it is the reality of military that certain

3Refers to a military rotation, or the deployment of a group of military personnel in an operation, that is, “I will be on
the next roto to Afghanistan.”
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decision options will be more consistent with stated mission-specific rules of engagement, and
we felt that this was useful to understand and to reflect in research conducted with military
participants. Thus, we expected that the embedded mission orders concerning neutrality and
impartiality might guide the option selected by military personnel and that the majority of
personnel would elect to keep the refugees out of the camp or to court martial the subordinate for
the repeated violation of neutrality. Yet, consistent with Blais and Thompson (2013) and Krosch
et al. (2012), we wondered whether the choices of at least some of the military respondents’
might depart from mission rules and they would opt to let refugees into the camp or reprimand
their subordinate. We also wondered if some of these choices might be associated with some
degree of ethical conflict, that is, inconsistencies among ethical decision-making indices. We
also hypothesized that perspective adopted would affect degree of harm scores, such that
specifically focusing on oneself might yield lower overall magnitude of harm scores if the
option chosen was keeping the refugees out of the camp or the court martial of the subordinate.

The mean scores seen here indicated that the ethical awareness of the military participants
was activated and that the moral decision-making process was engaged. Thus, we conclude that
this approach has utility with military participants. However, the prior civilian research yielded
equal levels of ethical awareness for both scenarios: In the current study, the refugee scenario
produced higher mean ethical awareness scores than did the subordinate scenario. Also in
contrast to prior civilian data, 80% of our military respondents opted to keep the refugees out
of the camp; they were equally split in terms of the private reprimand or the court-martial of the
subordinate.

These ethical awareness and option choice findings (as well as the results of our initial
analyses) suggest that the two scenarios were perceived as being more psychologically distinct
for our military participants than was the case for the civilians in previous studies using these
same scenarios. Although civilian versus military group differences were not specifically
addressed by the current data, our thinking concerning the difference between the current
findings and those of prior research is that military personnel may be more attuned to the
presence, importance, and influence of rules of engagement and orders on their decisions than
would civilian student samples. More specifically, in the refugees scenario the option choice for
keeping the refugees out of the camp is more directly tied to the rules of engagement, and the
rationale for making a conceivably more difficult decision is explicitly outlined. That is, letting
the refugees into the camp would be a choice that would quite clearly and directly be an active
violation of stated mission rules, not to mention a choice with potentially more immediate and
indeed sustained consequences in terms of severely stretching existing care provisions, and in
prompting additional waves of refugees to seek safe haven in the camp—with this consequence
further undermining rules to remain impartial and neutral to all parties to the conflict. On the
other hand, although the subordinate had repeated a risky decision, the choice to privately
reprimand rather than court-martial the subordinate would not, in and of itself, necessarily have
the same potential magnitude of immediate or long-term consequences for the mission, perhaps
providing respondents with greater perceived latitude in responding.

Another possibility is that the two scenarios also differed in terms of other moral intensity
dimensions, for instance, the perceived social proximity of the targets of harm of the decision
(close friend vs. refugees). Perhaps if the subordinate had not also been a close friend, the
decisions and decision processes may have been different. Although the literature indicates that
the most consistent moral intensity effects are associated with social consensus and magnitude of
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consequences, the current findings indicate that future research should include assessments of all
moral intensity dimensions, at least until some can be ruled out as important.

Overall, results of 2 × 3 ANOVAs revealed that the ethical decision-making processes of
these military respondents was nuanced, and affected by choice made and perspective adopted,
with these factors sometimes interacting. In addition, the results also showed differences in the
patterns of results based on the ethical scenario read. Two exceptions occurred. First, in both
scenarios magnitude of consequences scores tended to be affected by option selected and
perspective adopted. Specifically, harm scores were highest when participants were asked to
evaluate the potential degree of harm to self and had chosen the option that was less consistent
with stated mission rules (private reprimand and letting the refugees into the camp). In retro-
spect, however, this finding makes sense: When military participants were asked to focus on the
degree of harm to oneself, they were aware that there is potential for a higher degree of harm to
self that could occur when their behaviors were not consistent with mission rules. We did not
find any other significant effects with respect to the other or the undefined perspective condi-
tions. As also anticipated, the effects of perspective concerning the target of harm were limited to
magnitude of consequences scores save for the marginal main effect of perspective that revealed
a tendency for higher moral intent scores to occur for participants in the other-perspective
condition who had read the refugee scenario. Of course, given that it is only marginally
significant effect, replication is needed to determine whether this is a robust finding.

As well, choice significantly affected ethical judgment scores for both scenarios, although the
specific direction of the effects differed. That is, on the one hand, those who opted for the court-
martial of the subordinate (a choice more consistent with state mission rules) rated the choice as
being significantly more ethical than those who opted for the private reprimand. On the other
hand, in the refugee scenario those whose choice was more consistent with mission rules (turn
the refugees away) rated their choice as being less ethical than did those who opted to let the
refugees in. Thus, similar to the prior civilian research, we also see evidence of moral conflict in
the responses of our military participants to the refugee scenario.

Other than this, the operational scenarios tended to produce different patterns of results. In the
refugee scenario there was a significant main effect of choice, with those who chose to let the
refugees into the camp having significantly higher moral awareness scores than those who
elected to keep them out of the camp, whereas in the subordinate there were no differences in
moral awareness scores regardless of option selected or perspective condition. Similarly, with
respect to social consensus, there was a significant main effect of choice, with those who opted
for the court-martial indicating that most other people would agree on what would be the
appropriate choice here, whereas there were no significant main effects or interactions of choice
or perspective on mean social consensus scores in the refugee scenario. There was a significant
effect of choice on moral intention in the subordinate scenario, whereas there was a main effect
of perspective in the refugee scenario. Those choosing the court-martial indicated that they
would be more likely to do so in real life. In the refugee scenario, regardless of choice made,
those in the other perspective condition were more likely to indicate that they would do so in real
life, although this effect was marginal.

Finally, our results revealed that respondents whose choices were consistent with mission
rules were not blindly obedient in following mission orders. Rather, their short-answer responses
revealed that they were considering the wider and longer term mission implications when they
opted to turn civilians away and to court-martial the subordinate. Those who opted to privately
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reprimand the subordinate focused on the negative long-term implications for their friend. Not
surprisingly, those who opted to let the civilians in were focused on the civilian population:
“Highest priority is preservation of life. Next priority is perception of impartiality. My decision/
action is a way to try and solve both.” Whether these are post hoc justifications of their option
choices (Haidt, 1995) remains an empirical question.

This study has several implications for the military and for future research in this area. First,
our findings continue to add to the emerging military literature that reveals the potential
complexity of ethical decision making in operational contexts, the difficult choices that soldiers
can be asked to make, and the attitudinal conflicts that can occur as a result of those choices.
Second, the findings demonstrate that not all operational ethical challenges are created equal:
Soldiers do not necessarily react to all ethical challenges in the same way. Therefore future
research should investigate those aspects that make specific ethical situations particularly
challenging for soldiers in both the short and long term and focus training and other potential
amelioration efforts there. Third, as we saw, some effects for the perspective adopted could
affect aspects of ethical decision making. In some ways the results are analogous to other work
that has looked at the importance of forecasting different potential outcomes in ethical decision
making. In that research, Harkrider et al. (2012) varied forecasting content in ethics case studies,
finding that doing so was associated with improvements in knowledge acquisition and decision
making. Thus, one application of this research might be to more explicitly integrate things like
perspective taking and forecasting into military ethics education and determine its effects of
decision making during operations. Indeed, these ideas could be integrated with other recent
work that has demonstrated the value of rich emotional case content (Thiel et al., 2013) and the
inclusion of ethical codes (Harkrider et al., 2012) in improving aspects of ethical decision
making and education and training for same.

Fourth, speaking to the issue of training, beyond providing useful empirical results we believe
that the current methodology could be integrated into various aspects of operational ethics
training. For instance, at the individual level the methodology could be modified to be an online
venue to enable soldiers to work through relevant operational scenarios and receive relevant
feedback on aspects of the decision-making process. As well, this format also allows systematic
variations of key features of scenarios to assess the aspects of decision-making processes that are
affected by these variations and to what extent. With sufficient numbers of respondents, the
results themselves could be integrated into operational ethics training. Fifth, capitalizing on the
experimental control that is possible in the lab, this methodology allows for systematic inves-
tigations to demonstrate the effects of operational stressors such as sleep deprivation, time
pressure, and information overload or ambiguity on ethical decision-making choices and pro-
cesses. Moreover, given the findings demonstrating the relationship of specific deployment
experiences such as witnessing atrocities and anger as a response to those experiences (Castro
& McGurk, 2007; Warner et al., 2011), these are other relevant variables that future research in
this area might pursue.

In addition, future research would benefit from focused investigations of the effects of leaders
and other military team members on the ethical attitudes decision-making processes, ethical
intentions, and behaviors of military personnel (Castro & McGurk, 2007; Nilsson et al., 2015;
Olsen et al., 2010; Warner & Appenzeller, 2011). Such investigations would seem especially
useful as military culture emphasizes (informed) obedience to legitimate authority, leadership,
and cohesion (Bass, Avolio, Jung, & Berson, 2003; Siebold, 2006). Assessments of the potential
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effects of selected individual differences may also be valuable. Just like authoritarianism,
religiosity and political have been implicated in aspects of ethical decision making of civilians
and military personnel (Kimhi & Kasher, 2015), and other variables such as a belief in a just
world (Lerner, 1980) might be of value to investigate. Indeed, O’Fallon and Butterfield (2005)
reviewed several attitudinal individual differences relevant to aspects of ethical decision making,
including need for cognition, locus of control, and Machiavellianism, whereas individual
differences in reactivity and self-regulation (Rothbart, Ellis, & Posner, 2004) may also be
implicated. Many of these would seem relevant to pursue—not just in terms of their effects
but also potential mechanisms to ameliorate their effects, or determine the extent to which
positive approaches that underlie selected individual differences can be taught or modelled.

In the current study we deliberately chose to limit the demographic questions to encourage
candid responses. Although the small sample size precluded in-depth investigation and was not a
focus here, we attempted to begin to account for the effects of gender, rank, and past deployment
experience on military ethical decision-making processes. Results of these additional preliminary
analyses indicated few consistent effects of demographic variables, although similar to de
Graaff, Schut et al. (2016) we did see how operational experience can affect ethical decision-
making: In our study, prior experience was associated with higher moral judgment scores in the
refugee scenario. More important, the inclusion of these variables in the current analyses did not
change the pattern of results in our main variables of interest. Still, civilian and military ethical
decision-making research has actively pursued demographic effects such as gender and/or
experience levels (Boccia et al., 2017; Cohen, Pant, & Sharp, 2001; Keller, Smith, & Smith,
2007; Loe, Ferrell, & Mansfield, 2000; Mumford et al., 2009; Valentine & Rittenburg, 2007) but
overall have produced mixed findings. Nonetheless, future research would benefit from a more
in-depth exploration of how these and other military demographic variables—for instance,
number of past deployments (de Graaff, Giebels et al., 2016) rank level (Schut et al., 2015),
or past ethical training (Harkrider et al., 2012; Seiler et al., 2011)—may affect the ethical
decision-making process of soldiers. Further specific deployment experiences may also affect
ethical choices and decision-making processes.

Some caveats regarding this study: The small sample size, relative to the conditions being
tested here, resulted in low cell sample size numbers in some instances, which can lead to low
power and to the instability of statistical findings (Shadish, Cook, & Campbell, 2002), a
particular issue regarding the findings concerning the interactions of perspective and choice
on magnitude of consequences—especially in the refugee scenario, as so few participants chose
to let the refugees into the camp. Thus, replicating this study with a bigger sample size is
recommended. Also of concern were the low reliabilities for the social consensus and magnitude
of consequences; however, we attribute this at least in part to their being two-item measures.
Although research using two-item measures of moral intensity dimensions has yielded accep-
table alpha levels (Butterfield, Trevino, & Weaver, 2000; May & Pauli, 2002), other published
research such as de Graaff, Giebels et al. (2016) using the shorter versions of the McMahon
measures and military samples have encountered similar issues of low reliability. Thus, like de
Graaff, Giebels et al. we also encourage future researchers to explore other measures of moral
intensity as well, especially for use with the military. Third, although the military volunteers
were randomly assigned to experimental conditions (i.e., scenario and harm perspective) and, in
order to reduce demand characteristics, were told only that this was a study investigating military
decision making, it may be that there was a self-selection bias with respect to the personnel who
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were interested in volunteering for the study, which might also impact the current results. There
was also no explicit manipulation check question concerning assignment to perspective condi-
tion (e.g., asking people to confirm whether they were asked to assess the consequences of their
decision to themselves, to others, or target not defined). Thus, future research should consider
including a manipulation check concerning perspective. Finally, the current research also utilized
written scenarios in a laboratory-based methodology. Although the experimental approach is
useful in that it provides more control to reduce the effects of random sources of error, it also
means that the military personnel were responding under artificial conditions. Even though the
scenarios were rated as compelling, as evidenced by the high levels of moral awareness and
other ethical decision-making dimensions scores, the results reported here would be expected to
be less intense than would be the case under operational conditions.

Even with these caveats in mind, we believe that this research remains of value. The current
methodology provides a systematic way to document and understand the ethical decision-making
processes of soldiers. As such, it provides a potential way ahead for military training that, if properly
integrated into all phases of military ethical education and training, may be one avenue to assist in
improving decision making in this regard. Moreover, the scenarios and the results of this study speak
to the challenging moral landscape that military personnel can face in operations and the complexity
of at least some of the operational decisions that soldiers can be called upon to make—decisions that
in actual operations are often required to be made under the high time pressure, informational
ambiguity, and a variety of stressors that are a part of the reality of military operations (Thompson &
Jetly, 2014). This is especially important, as there is every indication that future military operations
will continue to involve, or increase in, ethical complexity. We have seen the profound consequences
of operational conditions on the ethical attitudes, decision making, behaviors, and the well-being of
soldiers (e.g., Banks, 2012; Bercuson, 1996; Castro &McGurk, 2007; Santow, 2011; Speigel, 2006;
Warner et al., 2011; Wilk et al., 2013). Given these realities, militaries must understand military
ethical decision making, how it is affected by various operational factors, and how lapses in ethical
decision making can be mitigated. This knowledge must then be effectively integrated into opera-
tional ethics education and training to prepare military personnel to respond ethically when sent into
the moral crucible of operations.

REFERENCES

Bad behavior in Afghanistan: Macabre photos disgrace German military. (2006, October 25). Der Spiegel. Retrieved
from http://www.spiegel.de/

Banks, T. (2012, March 2). A very dirty war: British soldiers shot dead by enemy troops waving the white flag and
Argentinian prisoners bayoneted in cold blood. An ex-Para tells of the horrors of the Falklands. The Daily Mail.
Retrieved from http://www.dailymail.co.uk/

Barnett, T. (2001). Dimensions of moral intensity and ethical decision-making: An empirical study. Journal of Applied
Social Psychology, 31, 1038–1057. doi:10.1111/jasp.2001.31.issue-5

Barnett, T., & Vaicys, C. (2000). The moderating effect of individuals’ perceptions of ethical work climate on ethical
judgments and behavioral intentions. Journal of Business Ethics, 27, 351–362. doi:10.1023/A:1006382407821

Barnett, T., & Valentine, S. (2004). Issue contingencies and marketers recognition of ethical issues, ethical judgments and
behavioral intentions. Journal of Business Research, 57, 338–346. doi:10.1016/S0148-2963(02)00365-X

Bass, B. M., Avolio, B. J., Jung, D. I., & Berson, Y. (2003). Predicting unit performance by assessing transformational
and transactional leadership. Journal of Applied Psychology, 88(2), 207–218. doi:10.1037/0021-9010.88.2.207

Bercuson, D. J. (1996). Significant incident: Canada’s Army, the Airborne, and the Murder in Somalia. Toronto, Canada:
McClelland and Stewart.

16

http://www.spiegel.de/
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/
https://doi.org/10.1111/jasp.2001.31.issue-5
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1006382407821
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0148-2963(02)00365-X
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.88.2.207


Blais, A.-R., & Thompson, M. M. (2013). What would I do? Civilians’ ethical decision making in response to military
dilemmas. Ethics & Behavior, 23, 237–249. doi:10.1080/10508422.2012.748634

Blum, L. (1991). Moral perception and particularity. Ethics, 101(4), 701–725. doi:10.1086/293340
Boccia, M., Verde, P., Angelino, G., Carrozzo, P., Vecchi, D., Piccardi, L., . . . Giannini, A. M. (2017). Effect of

professional expertise and exposure to everyday life decision-making on moral choices. Neuroscience Letters.
doi:10.1016/j.neulet.2017.06.036

Bradley, J. P., & Tymchuk, S. P. (2013). Assessing and managing ethical risk in defence. Canadian Military Journal, 13
(4), 6–16.

Butterfield, K. D., Trevino, L. K., & Weaver, G. R. (2000). Moral awareness in business organizations: Influences of
issue-related and social context factors. Human Relations, 53(7), 981–1018. doi:10.1177/0018726700537004

Carlson, D. S., Kacmar, K. M., & Wadsworth, L. L. (2002). The impact of moral intensity dimensions on ethical decision
making: Assessing the relevance of orientation. Journal of Managerial Issues, 14, 15–30.

Castro, C. A., & McGurk, D. (2007). Battlefield ethics. Traumatology, 13, 24–31. doi:10.1177/1534765607309951
Cohen, J. R., Pant, L. W., & Sharp, D. J. (2001). An examination of differences in ethical decision-making between

Canadian business students and accounting professionals. Journal of Business Ethics, 30, 319–336. doi:10.1023/
A:1010745425675

de Graaff, M. C., Giebels, E., Meijer, D. J. W., & Verweij, D. E. M. (2016). Sensemaking in military critical incidents:
The impact of moral intensity. Business & Society, 1–30. Advance online publication. doi:10.1177/
0007650316680996

de Graaff, M. C., Schut, M., Verweij, D. E. M., Vermetten, E., & Giebels, E. (2016). Emotional reactions and moral
judgment: The effects of morally challenging interactions in military operations. Ethics & Behavior, 26(1), 14–31.
doi:10.1080/10508422.2014.975815

de Graaff, M. C., & Van Den Berg, C. E. (2010). Moral professionalism within the Royal Netherlands Armed Forces. In
J. Stouffer & R. Seiler (Eds.), Military ethics: International perspectives (pp. 25–48). Kingston, Canada: Canadian
Defence Academy Press.

Dunlop, C. J., Jr. (2009). Lawfare: A decisive element of 21st century conflicts? Joint Force Quarterly, 54(3), 34–39.
Eisinga, R., Grotenhuis, M., & Pelzer, B. (2013). The reliability of a two-item scale: Pearson, Cronbach or Spearman-

Brown? International Journal of Public Health, 58(4), 1–6. doi:10.1007/s00038-012-0416-3
Flory, S. M., Phillips Jr., T. J., Reidenbach, R. E., & Robin, D. P. (1992). A multidimensional analysis of selected ethical

issues in accounting. The Accounting Review, 67, 284–304.
Haidt, J. (1995). The emotional dog and its rational tail: A social intuitionist approach to moral judgment. Psychological

Review, 108, 814–834. doi:10.1037/0033-295X.108.4.814
Harkrider, L. N., Thiel, C. E., Bagdasarov, Z., Mumford, M. D., Johnson, J. F., Connelly, S., & Devenport, L. D. (2012).

Improving case-based ethics training with codes of conduct and forecasting content. Ethics & Behavior, 22(4), 258–
280. doi:10.1080/10508422.2012.661311

Harrington, S. J. (1997). A test of a person-issue contingent model of ethical decision making in organizations. Journal of
Business Ethics, 16, 363–375. doi:10.1023/A:1017900615637

Jaffe, E. D., & Pasternak, H. (2006). Moral intensity as a predictor of social responsibility. Business Ethics: A European
Review, 15, 53–63. doi:10.1111/beer.2006.15.issue-1

Jans, N., & Cullens, J. (2010). Analysis of ethical conduct within the Australian Defence Forces. In J. M. Stouffer & S.
Seiler (Eds.), Military ethics: International perspectives (pp. 163–184). Winnipeg, Canada: Canadian Defence
Academy Press.

Jones, T. M. (1991). Ethical decision making by individuals in organizations: An issue-contingent model. The Academy
of Management Review, 16, 366–395.

Keller, A. G., Smith, K. T., & Smith, L. M. (2007). Do gender, educational level, religiosity, and wor experience affect
the ethical decision-making of U.S. accountants? Critical Perspectives on Accounting, 18, 299–314. doi:10.1016/j.
cpa.2006.01.006

Kimhi, S., & Kasher, A. (2015). Moral dilemmas in military situations: Proportionality principle, religiosity, political
attitudes, and authoritarian personality. Military Psychology, 27, 169–184. doi:10.1037/mil0000072

Kirkland, F. (2003). Honor, combat ethics and military culture. In T. E. Beam, L. R. Sparacino, E. D. Pellegrino, A. E.
Hartle, & E. G. Howe (Eds.), Military medical ethics (Vol. 1, pp. 157–197). Washington, DC: Office of the Surgeon
General, Department of the Army. Retrieved from http://www.cs.amedd.army.mil/Portlet.aspx?ID=106cb6b1-3327-
47f3-a350-b2fb57beb928

17

https://doi.org/10.1080/10508422.2012.748634
https://doi.org/10.1086/293340
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neulet.2017.06.036
https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726700537004
https://doi.org/10.1177/1534765607309951
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1010745425675
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1010745425675
https://doi.org/10.1177/0007650316680996
https://doi.org/10.1177/0007650316680996
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508422.2014.975815
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00038-012-0416-3
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.108.4.814
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508422.2012.661311
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1017900615637
https://doi.org/10.1111/beer.2006.15.issue-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpa.2006.01.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpa.2006.01.006
https://doi.org/10.1037/mil0000072
http://www.cs.amedd.army.mil/Portlet.aspx?ID=106cb6b1-3327-47f3-a350-b2fb57beb928
http://www.cs.amedd.army.mil/Portlet.aspx?ID=106cb6b1-3327-47f3-a350-b2fb57beb928


Krosch, A. R., Figner, B., & Weber, E. U. (2012). Choice processes and their post-decisional consequences in morally
conflicting decisions. Judgment and Decision Making, 7(3), 224–234.

Lerner, M. J. (1980). The belief in a just world: A fundamental delusion. New York, NY: Academic Press.
Liivoja, R. (2012). Law and honor: Normative pluralism in the regulation of military conduct. In J. Klabbers & T.

Piiparinen (Eds.), Normative pluralism and international law: Exploring global governance (pp. 143–165).
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Litz, B. T., Stein, N., Delaney, E., Lebowitz, L., Nash, W. P., Silva, C., & Maguen, S. (2009). Moral injury and moral
repair in war veterans: A preliminary model and intervention strategy. Clinical Psychology Review, 29, 695–706.
doi:10.1016/j.cpr.2009.07.003

Loe, T. W., Ferrell, L., & Mansfield, P. (2000). A review of empirical studies assessing ethical decision making in
business. Journal of Business Ethics, 25(3), 185–204. doi:10.1023/A:1006083612239

Macdonald, M. G., Sharpe, G. E., & Davis, P. C. (2009). Afghanistan in-theatre detainee handling process: Board of
inquiry. Retrieved from http://www.crs.forces.gc.ca/boi-ce/rp/detainees/. . ./part1-partie1-eng.aspx

Maibom, H. L. (2014). Empathy in morality. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.
May, D. R., & Pauli, K. P. (2002). The role of moral intensity in ethical decision making. Business and Society, 41, 84–

118. doi:10.1177/0007650302041001006
McMahon, J. M., & Harvey, R. J. (2006). An analysis of the factor structure of Jones’ moral intensity construct. Journal

of Business Ethics, 64, 381–404. doi:10.1007/s10551-006-0006-5
Morris, S. A., & McDonald, R. A. (1995). The role of moral intensity in moral judgments: An empirical investigation.

Journal of Business Ethics, 14, 715–726. doi:10.1007/BF00872325
Mumford, M. D., Connelly, S., Murphy, S. T., Devenport, L. D., Antes, A. L., Brown, R. P., . . . Waples, E. P. (2009).

Field and experience influences on ethical decision making in the sciences. Ethics & Behavior, 19(4), 263–289.
doi:10.1080/10508420903035257

Nilsson, S. (2010). Morally challenging situations: Potential sources of moral stress in a military context. In J. M.
Stouffer & S. Seiler (Eds.), Military ethics: International perspectives (pp. 185–210). Winnipeg, Canada: Canadian
Defence Academy Press.

Nilsson, S., Hyllengren, P., Ohlsson, A., Kallenberg, K., Waaler, G., & Larsson, G. (2015). Leadership and moral stress:
Individual reaction patterns among first responders in acute situations that involve moral stressors. Journal of Trauma
& Treatment, 4, 261–270.

Nunally, J. C., & Bernstein, I. H. (1994). Psychometric theory (3rd ed.). New York, NY: McGraw Hill.
O’Fallon, M. J., & Butterfield, K. D. (2005). A review of the empirical ethical decision making literature: 1996–2003.

Journal of Business Ethics, 59, 375–413.
Olsen, O. K., Eid, J., & Larsson, G. (2010). Leadership and ethical justice behavior in a high moral intensity operational

context. Military Psychology, 22(Suppl. 1), S137–S156. doi:10.1080/08995601003644437
Rallapalli, K., Vitell, S., & Barnes, J. (1998). The influence of norms on ethical judgments and intentions: An empirical

study of marketing professionals. Journal of Business Research, 43, 157–168. doi:10.1016/S0148-2963(97)00221-X
Rayment, S. (2011, August 27). British Army cleared of systematic abuse by Baha Mousa inquiry. The Telegraph.

Retrieved from http://www.telegraph.co.uk/
Reidenbach, R. E., & Robin, D. P. (1990). Toward the development of a multidimensional scale for improving

evaluations of business ethics. Journal of Business Ethics, 9, 639–653. doi:10.1007/BF00383391
Rest, J. R. (1986). Moral development: Advances in research and theory. New York, NY: Praeger.
Reynolds, S. J. (2006). Moral awareness and ethical predispositions: Investigating the role of individual differences in the

recognition of moral issues. Journal of Applied Psychology, 91, 233–243. doi:10.1037/0021-9010.91.1.233
Robin, D., Gordon, G., Jordon, C., & Reidenbach, R. (1996). The empirical performance of cognitive moral development

in predicting behavioral intent. Business Ethics Quarterly, 6, 493–515. doi:10.2307/3857501
Robinson, P. (2007). Ethics training and development in the military. Parameters, 24–36.
Robinson, P. (2009). Introduction: Ethics education in irregular warfare. In D. Carrick, J. Connelly, & P. Robinson (Eds.),

Ethics education for irregular warfare (pp. 124). Farnham, UK: Ashgate.
Rothbart, M. K., Ellis, L. K., & Posner, M. I. (2004). Temperament and self-regulation. In R. F. Baumeister & K. D. Vohs

(Eds.), Handbook of self-regulation: Research, theory, and applications (pp. 357–370). New York, NY: Guilford
Press.

Sachdeva, S., Iliev, R., & Medin, D. L. (2009). Sinning saints and saintly sinners: The paradox of moral self-regulation.
Psychological Science, 20(4), 523–528. doi:10.1111/j.1467-9280.2009.02326.x

18

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2009.07.003
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1006083612239
http://www.crs.forces.gc.ca/boi-ce/rp/detainees/%2026/part1-partie1-eng.aspx
https://doi.org/10.1177/0007650302041001006
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-006-0006-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00872325
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508420903035257
https://doi.org/10.1080/08995601003644437
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0148-2963(97)00221-X
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00383391
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.91.1.233
https://doi.org/10.2307/3857501
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2009.02326.x


Santow, S. (2011, May 25). Aussie soldiers accused of mistreating Afghan prisoners. ABC News. Retrieved from http://
www.abc.net.au/news/2008-09-02/aussiesoldiersaccused-of-mistreating-afghan/496800

Schulman, M. (2002). How we become moral. In C. R. Snyder & S. J. Lopez (Eds.), Handbook of positive psychology
(pp. 499–512). Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

Schut, M., de Graaff, M. C., & Verweij, D. (2015). Moral emotions during military deployments of Dutch forces: A
qualitative study on moral emotions in intercultural interactions. Armed Forces and Society, 41(4), 616–638.
doi:10.1177/0095327X14549594

Schut, M., & Moelkera, R. (2015). Respectful agents: Between the scylla and charybdis of cultural and moral Incapacity.
Journal of Military Ethics, 14(3–4), 232–246. doi:10.1080/15027570.2015.1109945

Seiler, S., Fischer, A., & Voegtli, S. A. (2011). Developing moral decision-making competence: A quasi-experimental
intervention study in the swiss armed forces. Ethics & Behavior, 21(6), 452–470. doi:10.1080/
10508422.2011.622177

Shadish, W. R., Cook, T. D., & Campbell, D. T. (2002). Experimental and quasi-experimental designs for generalized
causal inference. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Cengage Learning.

Shay, J. (2002). Odysseus in America: Combat trauma and the trials of homecoming. New York, NY: Scribner.
Shay, J. (2011, Summer). Casualties. Deadalus, 140, 179–188. doi:10.1162/DAED_a_00107
Siebold, G. L. (2006). Military group cohesion. In T. W. Britt, C. A. Castro, & A. B. Adler (Eds.), Military life: The

psychology of serving in peace and combat, vol. 1 military performance (185–201). Westport, CT: Praeger Security
International.

Singer, M. S. (1998). The role of subjective concerns and characteristics of the moral issue in moral considerations.
British Journal of Psychology, 89, 663–679. doi:10.1111/bjop.1998.89.issue-4

Singer, M. S., & Singer, A. E. (1997). Observer judgments about moral agents’ ethical decisions: The role of scope of
justice and moral intensity. Journal of Business Ethics, 16, 473–484. doi:10.1023/A:1017992805903

Stouffer, J., & Seiler, S. (2010). Military ethics. Kingston, Canada: Canadian Defence Academy Press.
Thiel, C. E., Connelly, S., Harkrider, L., Devenport, L. D., Bagdasarov, Z., Johnson, J. F., & Mumford, M. D. (2013).

Case-based knowledge and ethics education: Improving learning and transfer through emotionally rich cases. Science
and Engineering Ethics, 19, 265–286. doi:10.1007/s11948-011-9318-7

Thompson, M. M., & Jetly, R. (2014). Battlefield ethics training: Integrating ethical scenarios in high-intensity military
field exercises. European Journal of Psychotraumatology, 5, 236–268. doi:10.3402/ejpt.v5.23668

Thompson, M. M., Thomson, M. H., & Adams, B. D. (2008). Moral and ethical dilemmas in Canadian Forces military
operations: Qualitative and descriptive analyses of commanders’ operational experiences (DRDC Technical Report
2008-183) Toronto, Canada: Defence Research and Development Canada.

Thomson, M. H., Adams, B. D., & Sartori, J. A. (2005). Moral and ethical decision making in Canadian Forces
Operations (DRDC Toronto Contract Report CR 2005–013). Toronto, Canada: Defence Research and
Development Canada.

Valentine, S. R., & Rittenburg, T. L. (2007). The ethical decision making of men and women executives in international
business situations. Journal of Business Ethics, 71(2), 125–134. doi:10.1007/s10551-006-9129-y

Van Baarle, E., Bosch, J., Widdershoven, G., Verweij, D., & Molewijk, B. (2015). Moral dilemmas in a military context.
A case study of a train the trainer course on military ethics. Journal of Moral Education, 44(4), 458–479.

Verweij, D., Hofhuis, K., & Soeters, J. (2007). Moral judgement within the armed forces. Journal of Military Ethics, 6(1),
19–40. doi:10.1080/15027570701228545

Warner, C. H., & Appenzeller, G. N. (2011). Engaged leadership: Linking the professional ethic and battlefield behaviors.
Military Review, 91, 61–69.

Warner, C. H., Appenzeller, G. N., Mobbs, A., Parker, J. R., Warner, C. M., Grieger, T., & Hoge, C. W. (2011).
Effectiveness of battlefield-ethics training during combat deployment: A programme assessment. The Lancet, 378,
915–924. doi:10.1016/S0140-6736(11)61039-8

Weber, J. (1990). Managers’ moral reasoning: Assessing their responses to three moral dilemmas. Human Relations, 43,
687–702. doi:10.1177/001872679004300705

Wilk, J. E., Bliese, P. D., Thomas, J. L., Wood, M. D., McGurk, D., Castro, C. A., & Hoge, C. W. (2013). Unethical
battlefield conduct reported by soldiers serving in Iraq. The Journal of Nervous and Mental Diseases, 201(4), 259–
265. doi:10.1097/NMD.0b013e318288d302

Winslow, D. (2004). Misplaced loyalties: The role of military culture in the breakdown of discipline two peace
operations. Journal of Military and Strategic Studies, 6(3), 1–18.

19

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2008-09-02/aussiesoldiersaccused-of-mistreating-afghan/496800
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2008-09-02/aussiesoldiersaccused-of-mistreating-afghan/496800
https://doi.org/10.1177/0095327X14549594
https://doi.org/10.1080/15027570.2015.1109945
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508422.2011.622177
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508422.2011.622177
https://doi.org/10.1162/DAED%5Fa%5F00107
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjop.1998.89.issue-4
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1017992805903
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11948-011-9318-7
https://doi.org/10.3402/ejpt.v5.23668
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-006-9129-y
https://doi.org/10.1080/15027570701228545
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(11)61039-8
https://doi.org/10.1177/001872679004300705
https://doi.org/10.1097/NMD.0b013e318288d302


  

  

DOCUMENT CONTROL DATA 
(Security markings for the title, abstract and indexing annotation must be entered when the document is Classified or Designated) 

 1. ORIGINATOR (The name and address of the organization preparing the document. 
Organizations for whom the document was prepared, e.g., Centre sponsoring a  
contractor's report, or tasking agency, are entered in Section 8.) 
 

DRDC – Toronto Research Centre 
Defence Research and Development Canada 
1133 Sheppard Avenue West 
P.O. Box 2000 
Toronto, Ontario M3M 3B9 
Canada 
  

 2a.  SECURITY MARKING  
(Overall security marking of the document including 
special supplemental markings if applicable.) 

 

CAN UNCLASSIFIED 
  

 

 2b.  CONTROLLED GOODS 

 

NON-CONTROLLED GOODS 
DMC A 

 3. TITLE (The complete document title as indicated on the title page. Its classification should be indicated by the appropriate abbreviation (S, C or U) in 
parentheses after the title.) 
 

Military Ethical Decision Making: The Effects of Option Choice and Perspective Taking on Moral 
Decision-Making Processes and Intentions 

 4. AUTHORS (last name, followed by initials – ranks, titles, etc., not to be used) 
 

Thompson, Megan M.; Hendriks, Tonya; Blais, Ann-Renée 

 5. DATE OF PUBLICATION  
(Month and year of publication of document.) 
 
 

December 2017 

 6a. NO. OF PAGES   
(Total containing information, 
including Annexes, Appendices, 
etc.) 
 

19 

 6b. NO. OF REFS   
(Total cited in document.) 
 
 
 

80 

 7. DESCRIPTIVE NOTES (The category of the document, e.g., technical report, technical note or memorandum. If appropriate, enter the type of report, 
e.g., interim, progress, summary, annual or final. Give the inclusive dates when a specific reporting period is covered.) 
 

External Literature (P)   

 8. SPONSORING ACTIVITY (The name of the department project office or laboratory sponsoring the research and development – include address.) 
 

DRDC – Toronto Research Centre 
Defence Research and Development Canada 
1133 Sheppard Avenue West 
P.O. Box 2000 
Toronto, Ontario M3M 3B9 
Canada 
  

 9a. PROJECT OR GRANT NO. (If appropriate, the applicable research 
and development project or grant number under which the document 
was written. Please specify whether project or grant.) 

  
  

 9b. CONTRACT NO. (If appropriate, the applicable number under  
which the document was written.) 
 

  
  

 10a. ORIGINATOR’S DOCUMENT NUMBER (The official document 
number by which the document is identified by the originating  
activity. This number must be unique to this document.) 
 

DRDC-RDDC-2017-P123 

 10b.  OTHER DOCUMENT NO(s). (Any other numbers which may be 
assigned this document either by the originator or by the sponsor.) 
 
 

  

 11a. FUTURE DISTRIBUTION (Any limitations on further dissemination of the document, other than those imposed by security classification.) 
  

Public release 

 11b. FUTURE DISTRIBUTION OUTSIDE CANADA (Any limitations on further dissemination of the document, other than those imposed by security 
classification.) 

 

  
 



  

  

 12. ABSTRACT (A brief and factual summary of the document. It may also appear elsewhere in the body of the document itself. It is highly desirable that 
the abstract of classified documents be unclassified. Each paragraph of the abstract shall begin with an indication of the security classification of the 
information in the paragraph (unless the document itself is unclassified) represented as (S), (C), (R), or (U). It is not necessary to include here abstracts in 
both official languages unless the text is bilingual.)  

 
We investigated the ethical decision-making processes and intentions of 151 military personnel responding 
to 1 of 2 ethical scenarios drawn from the deployment experiences of military commanders. For each 
scenario, option choice and perspective affected decision-making processes. Differences were also found 
between the 2 scenarios. Results add to the emerging literature concerning operational ethical conflicts 
and highlight the complexity and challenge that often accompanies operational ethics.
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
 

 

13. KEYWORDS, DESCRIPTORS or IDENTIFIERS (Technically meaningful terms or short phrases that characterize a document and could be helpful 
in cataloguing the document. They should be selected so that no security classification is required. Identifiers, such as equipment model designation, 
trade name, military project code name, geographic location may also be included. If possible keywords should be selected from a published thesaurus, 
e.g., Thesaurus of Engineering and Scientific Terms (TEST) and that thesaurus identified. If it is not possible to select indexing terms which are 
Unclassified, the classification of each should be indicated as with the title.) 
 

military moral decision making, option choice, perspective taking  

 
 


	Document1.pdf
	Abstract
	THE ETHICAL DECISION-MAKING PROCESS
	EFFECTS OF PERSPECTIVE TAKING
	THE CURRENT STUDY
	METHOD
	Participants2
2We deliberately chose to limit the number and specificity of the demographic questions asked to increase the anonymity of our participants and their responses in this sensitive area.
	Procedure
	Recruitment
	Ethical Scenarios


	RESULTS
	Initial Analyses
	Choice
	Analyses of Variance
	Moral Awareness
	Magnitude of Consequences
	Social Consensus
	Moral Judgment
	Moral Intent
	Effects of Demographic Variables


	DISCUSSION
	References




