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ANGER AS A SIGNAL OF MORAL CHARACTER 1

Abstract
Judging others’ moral character is a vital and necessary task for navigating the social world.
Extending work on the function of emotions, we propose that people use others’ emotions to
infer their moral character. We focused on anger, an emotion that is often viewed as undesirable.
We hypothesized that anger could serve as a signal of moral character, specifically when
experienced after observing a third-party moral violation (i.e., when one individual behaves
immorally toward another). We first examined this hypothesis by showing that people not only
judged the observer who felt angry to be a better person (Studies 1-2), but they also trusted the
observer more (Study 3). In Study 4, we found that such inferences can be drawn when anger
was displayed, and this effect was much more pronounced for third-party violations compared to
when people were treated immorally themselves. Further, we explored whether the positive
effect from anger is unique from sympathy (Study 5) and cognitive recognition of the violation
(6a, and 6b), and found that anger elicited a similar level of positive moral character judgment as
sympathy and cognitive recognition of the violation. However, different from recognition of the
violation, anger is associated with a higher expectation of behavioral engagement. These studies
not only demonstrate the moral character signaling function of emotions but also contribute to an
understanding of the processes by which individuals infer moral character in others.

Keywords: moral character, emotion, anger, trust, person perception
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“ANYBODY can become angry, that is easy; but to be angry with the right person, and to
the right degree, and at the right time, and for the right purpose, and in the right way, that
is not within everybody’s power, that is not easy.”

-Aristotle, The Art of Rhetoric

Anger has a bad reputation. Across many contexts, anger is treated as an undesirable
emotional response. People who are quick to anger are disparagingly referred to as “hotheaded,”
and many spend a great deal of money and time attending anger management classes. In dating
contexts, proneness to anger is frequently considered a dealbreaker. This bad reputation is not
unreasonable—anger has been linked to aggression and violence (e.g., Averill, 1983; Bohnert et
al., 2003; Deffenbacher et al., 2003; Norlander, & Eckhardt, 2005; Roberton et al., 2012, 2015;
Scarpa, & Raine, 2000) and to maladaptive emotional processing that can result in dysfunctional
emotion regulation (Fernandez, & Kerns, 2008; Larsson et al., 2023).

However, as Aristotle pointed out over 2,000 years ago, there is a kind of anger that can
be beneficial. It is on one potential benefit that we focus here—that anger, when experienced at
the right time, and for the right reasons, might communicate a positive moral character. Anger is
often experienced as a response to the perception that a moral violation—such as harm or
injustice—has occurred (Batson et al., 2007; Hoffman, 2000; Montada & Schneider, 1989). In
addition, some theories suggest that although this specific type of anger drives costly and
punitive behaviors, such negative behaviors may have reputational benefits for those who engage
in them (Jordan & Rand, 2020; Kurzban et al., 2007).

While a great deal of previous research has looked specifically at the behavioral

consequences of anger (e.g., third-party punishment), little work has focused on the potential
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reputational benefits of simply feeling anger in response to a moral violation. It is possible that
anger not only serves the function of motivating punitive behaviors, but also serves the function
of signaling an agent’s moral character (Anderson et al., 2021). Given that there may be norms
discouraging the sorts of punitive behaviors motivated by anger, it may be that simply
experiencing or expressing the emotion—without then acting in any kind of retributive or
punitive manner—may be sufficient to serve as a sincere signal of one’s underlying moral
character.

While previous research has demonstrated that anger is the most commonly experienced
emotion in the face of unfairness (Mikula et al., 1998), it is not clear how experiencing such
anger influences moral character inferences. Some past work has suggested that others may view
an angry person positively and linked anger expressions with positive outcomes (Hess, 2014;
Hareli et al., 2009; Tiedens, 2001). However, this research often focused on competence relevant
outcomes, such as status, promotions, and compensations. These associations between
competence relevant positive outcomes and anger could be a result of inferences about the
person’s dominance or power (Keating, 1985; Tiedens et al., 2000), making it possible that
observers give angry people more credit because they are intimidated by them. Alternatively,
anger signals the high likelihood that the person is going to act on that emotion and therefore act
aggressively (Berkowitz & Harmon-Jones, 2004; Scherer, 1987), rather than actually thinking
the other person is a good person or a likable person. To investigate whether anger can be a
positive signal for a person’s character, in this work, we focused on examining the value of
experiencing anger on moral character inferences. Given that anger maintains a bad reputation as
a negative and potentially harmful emotion, it may be that those who experience (let alone

express) anger are simply judged negatively. However, because anger can be a particularly
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appropriate response expressed at immoral acts (e.g., unfairness), people might infer that those
who feel angry have the right kind of moral character. We test this possibility in the studies that
follow, by examining evaluations of individuals who are described as experiencing anger in
response to observing a moral violation occur to a third party. Specifically, we hypothesize that
anger in those contexts will lead to more favorable evaluations regarding the moral character of
an angry observer, functioning as one of many potential sources of character information.
Judgments of Moral Character

A growing body of research has highlighted the importance of character in moral
judgments; people do not just evaluate the morality of particular actions but also evaluate the
character of the agents involved in those actions (for reviews, see Hartman et al., 2022; Helzer &
Critcher, 2018; Pizarro & Tannenbaum, 2012; Uhlmann et al., 2015). Such judgments of moral
character appear to be important components of social cognition more broadly. For example,
research has shown that people prioritize moral traits over other traits when judging the general
positivity of a person (Goodwin, Piazza, & Rozin, 2014). Likewise, people prioritize their
ingroup’s moral traits over other traits like competence or likability (Leach et al., 2007). People
also define personal identity largely in moral character terms (Heiphetz et al., 2018; Strohminger
& Nichols, 2014). Furthermore, judgments of a person’s morality more strongly predict liking
for that person than do judgments of that person’s competence and sociability (Hartley et al.,
2016). In short, assessments of moral character play a central role in our understanding of each
other.

When evaluating moral character, people are attempting to understand the agent’s
“moral-cognitive machinery” (Critcher et al., 2020; Helzer & Critcher, 2018)—the set of

underlying psychological mechanisms that govern how that agent behaves in moral situations.
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This can include information about an agent’s goals, motivations, wants, meta-desires, beliefs,
and other mental states (Ames & Johar, 2009; Critcher et al., 2013; Fedotova et al., 2011; Gray et
al., 2012; Pizarro et al., 2003). For instance, given an agent’s behavior (e.g., donating to charity),
observers attempt to uncover the causes of such behavior (e.g., empathic concern for others) to
predict whether such behavior may occur in the future.

One important source of information about character comes from the emotions that an
individual experiences and expresses across various situations. Emotions can serve as potential
sources of information about an individual’s intentions and desires in a given situation (Higgins,
1998). For instance, while displays of positive affect when engaging in an action might indicate
that the agent is claiming ownership or responsibility over their behavior (e.g., Tracy & Robins,
2008; Weiner, 1985), displays of negative affect while engaging in an action might indicate that
the agent is distancing themselves or repudiating their action (e.g., Gold & Weiner, 2000).
Accordingly, observers judge agents more positively when their prosocial behavior is
accompanied by a positive emotional display (e.g., smiling) than when the same behavior is
accompanied by a negative emotional display (e.g., grimacing; Ames & Johar, 2009). But some
emotional responses may serve as more direct signals of moral character (rather than indirect
signals of intentions or desires that might feed into judgments of character). There has been at
least one set of studies demonstrating this sort of character signaling function for emotions:
Anderson et al. (2021) found that observers treated an agent’s experience of guilt in response to
an unforeseen accident as a positive sign of their moral character. It is possible that anger can
also provide a similarly positive signal of moral character in some situations. However, much of
the literature on anger has focused on demonstrating that anger may do the exact opposite.

Anger and Reputation
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Anger is one of the most commonly experienced emotions in daily life (Averill, 1983;
Kish-Gephart, Detert, Trevifio, & Edmondson, 2009; Lerner & Tiedens, 2006) and has been

typically regarded as negative and undesirable (Averill 1982; Berkowitz 1990; Izard 1991;
Russell 1991, Waldman, Balthazard, & Peterson, 2011). It is linked to strong action tendencies,

especially with an array of antisocial or destructive responses such as hostility, aggression,
punishment, and exclusion (e.g., Averill, 1982; Archer, 2000; Archer & Coyne, 2005; Berkowitz,
1990, 1993; Bushman, 2002; Berkowitz, 1993; Martin et al., 1999). In short, anger is frequently
seen within psychology as causing physical and psychological harm to others.

These negative consequences are not uncommon in daily life. Anger can be the cause and
the consequence of unpleasant situations. Conflicts in the workplace can arise due to anger
(Gibson & Callister, 2010). Anger can also hinder interpersonal communication and negotiation
(Friedman et al., 2014). In intimate relationships, anger is significantly associated with
discontent and even violence (Birkley & Eckhardt, 2015). Anger is not just associated with
negative events, people who get angry are generally not liked by others. For example, people
infer negative traits, such as high dominance and low affiliation, from those who display angry
expressions (Knutson, 1996; Karasawa, 2001; Tiedens, 2003).

Even when anger can sometimes help to procure desired results (e.g., getting a bigger
concession from a negotiating partner), it is often only through invoking negative feelings in the
partner (e.g., fear; Sinaceur and Tiedens, 2006, Sinaceur et al., 2011; Van Kleef et al., 2004). In
addition, such benefits are often short-lived and can leave negative impressions on the partner
and hurt interpersonal relationships in the long run (Axelrod, 1984, Clark et al., 1996, Van Kleef
et al., 2009; Van Kleef & De Dreu, 2010). Given what we know about anger, it seems as if

individuals would, in general, treat experiences and expressions of anger as undesirable.
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There does appear to be an exception to this, however: moral anger (i.e., the anger that
results from witnessing a moral violation that impacts someone) has been shown to be associated
with a more complex pattern of behavioral consequences. For example, experiencing moral
anger predicts not only aggressive behaviors but also benevolent prosocial behaviors to address
the perceived harm (Lotz et al., 2011; Montada & Schneider, 1989; Van Doorn et al., 2018;
Vyver & Abrams, 2014).

Some theories have proposed that moral anger is a moral emotion that motivates people
to restore justice, although the means could be either antagonistic (e.g., punishing) or prosocial
(e.g., helping; Lotz et al., 2011; Lyer et al., 2007; Van Doorn et al., 2014; Wakslak et al., 2007).
These theories seem to share two assumptions relevant to this discussion: First, in order to feel
angry in the first place, a person has to recognize that a moral violation has occurred. Second,
that anger motivates an individual to take action as a result of the moral violation. That is, moral
anger can be a precursor to retributive and restorative behaviors. If this is the case, moral anger
would seem to be a good indicator that a person is likely a good person because they have the
ability to discern right from wrong and they are motivated to act to rectify whatever violation has
occurred.

Is this how people, in fact, view those who express moral anger? There is some work
suggesting that this might be the case. Jordan and colleagues (2016) found that certain negative
behaviors associated with anger, such as third-party punishment, can serve as a signal of the
agent’s trustworthiness. However, that work focuses on determining the motivation behind the
costly behaviors invoked by anger (e.g., costly third-party punishment) rather than anger itself.
How would people judge the person who felt angry at a third party’s moral violation compared to

those who didn’t?
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Present Work

Across seven studies, using a variety of experimental designs and methodologies, we
examined the signaling role of moral anger for judgments of moral character. Across all studies,
participants were presented with a description of an observer who witnessed a moral violation
and experienced anger (or not) in response to that violation. They were then asked to make
evaluations of the observer’s moral character. We hypothesized that participants would judge the
observer who experienced anger as having a better moral character than those who do not
experience anger. In Studies 1-3, participants read a variety of scenarios in which an individual
observed a moral violation being inflicted on a third party, and told participants that the observer
either felt anger or did not feel anger before measuring participants’ judgments of and behaviors
toward the target. In Study 4, we tested whether presenting participants with an observer’s
ostensible facial expression of anger (as opposed to merely being told that the observer
experienced anger) influenced evaluations of moral character, and whether expressing anger as a
victim (rather than as a third-party observer) had similar reputational effects. In the final set of
studies, we compared judgments about a person who experienced anger to judgments about a
person who experienced sympathy (Study 5) or judgments about a person who simply believes
the observed immoral action to be wrong (Studies 6a and 6b).

All sample sizes and data exclusion criteria were predetermined. We preregistered our
recruitment plan, data analyses, manipulations, and all measures for Studies 2-6b, six out of the
seven studies (Exp 2: https://aspredicted.org/K48_TVB; Exp 3: https://aspredicted.org/39B_J8&3;
Exp 4: https://aspredicted.org/DVX_841; Exp 5: https://aspredicted.org/5SCL_DZ1; Exp 6a:
https://aspredicted.org/6CK_6KS; Exp 6b: https://aspredicted.org/3YQ_S74). In all studies, we

did not recruit additional participants once we obtained our target sample sizes. We also did not
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analyze data before data collection was completed. All data and materials are available at

https://osf.io/nvj8x/?view_only=a86c4db4a64742b28443814b79c7abbe.

Study 1

Study 1 was designed to test the hypothesis that people would judge a target who felt
angry when observing a third-party’s unfair treatment more positively compared to a target who
did not. We created four scenarios with different violations occurring across different contexts,
including public spaces, experimental settings, and workplaces. In all scenarios, a target
observed a moral violation occur and was described as having felt either angry or not in response
to that violation. Participants were then asked to evaluate the target on measures of moral
character and likability.

Methods
Participants

We recruited 200 U.S. participants through MTurk. We excluded participants who failed
our attention check, leaving a final sample of 192 (80 women, 112 men; Mag. = 36.89, SDage =
10.59). This sample size provided 80% power to detect an effect as small as d = .04 in a two-
tailed independent-samples 7 test with a =.05.

Design

Participants were instructed to read descriptions that were ostensibly written by other
people and collected by the experimenters in a different study. We told participants that in a
previous study, participants had been asked to write about a recent encounter in which they
observed someone receiving unfair treatment, and that they were asked to respond to two follow-
up questions regarding this experience. In fact, all the responses were created by the

experimenters. Participants were randomly assigned to the anger condition or the neutral
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condition. Our key manipulation—whether the person felt angry or not toward the unfair
treatment they observed—was done by varying (fictitious) people’s responses to one of two
follow-up questions. In the anger condition, participants saw that the person chose “very angry”
in response to the question “what was your feeling when observing what happened?”. In the
neutral condition, the person chose “not angry at all” for the same question. In both conditions
participants saw that the person responded with “No, I did not say anything” for the question
“did you say anything at that moment when you observe what happened?”. For each condition,
participants read four different scenarios, which described the experience of witnessing a third
party receive unfair treatment in a dictator game, having someone cut in front of them while
waiting in line, not receiving the same reward as others, and being unfairly punished (see full
scenarios in the supplemental materials).

After each scenario, participants answered a series of questions regarding their
impressions of the person who wrote the responses, including four semantic scales of bad-good,
untrustworthy-trustworthy, unlikable-likable, and immoral-moral, and three behavioral
prediction question including the extent they want to be friends with the person, the extent they
want to work with the person, and the extent they think this person would act fairly toward others
(all on 7-point scales). Because we were not interested in differences across the scenarios, we
computed two composite scores using these responses combined across scenarios: 1) a moral
character score consisting of four items within each scenario: badness/goodness, trustworthiness,
morality of the target, and how fairly people believed the target would act toward others (a > .9)
and 2) a social likability score consisting of the average of three items—Iikability, willingness to
be close friends with the target, and willingness to work on a team project together with the

target (o > .9). We used these composite scores across all studies with a focus on the moral
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character score (we report the correlation between the moral character score and the social
likability score in the supplemental materials).
Results and Discussion

As predicted, we found that people evaluated the angry target (M = 4.82, SD = 1.03) as
having better moral character than the neutral target (M = 3.84, SD = 1.37), 1(190) = 5.60, p
=.001, d =0.81 (see Figure 1). People also evaluated the angry target (M =4.57, SD = 1.07) as
more socially likable than the neutral target (M = 3.56, SD = 1.55), #(190) =5.25, p =.001,d =

0.76.

Moral Character

anger neutral

Figure 1: Moral character judgments of the target by emotional response (Study 1). Error bars are
standard errors.

We also conducted an exploratory analysis that examined the mediating effect of
perceived appropriateness of the response between response type and moral character ratings
using a PROCESS 95% bias-corrected CI based on 5000 bootstrapped samples (Model 4, Hayes,
2012). We found that the effect of the angry target condition relative to the neutral target
condition indirectly influenced the moral character judgments through higher perceived response

appropriateness, ab = 0.99, 95% CI = [0.71, 1.27].
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Study 1 provided support for our primary hypothesis that people would evaluate an
individual who responds with anger in response to the unfair treatment of a third party more
positively than an individual who does not. It is worth noting that none of the targets were
described as having expressed their anger, indicating that the difference in evaluation was driven
by the knowledge that the observer felt anger in response to the violation. In Study 2 we wanted
to add to this finding by showing that the effect requires that the anger response be appropriate to
the situation—feeling anger at a moral violation is, presumably, what gives rise to positive

inferences about character, not just feeling anger.

Study 2

Study 2 was similar to Study 1, but with two main changes. First, we constructed a new
set of scenarios in which an individual is described as having experienced anger in the absence of
a moral violation. Second, we added a new reaction condition, where the individual was
described as feeling extremely angry at what happened in the scenario. Thus, we have six
different types of scenarios where there was either a moral violation or not and the target
responded with feeling angry, extremely angry, or neutral. We predicted that an individual
expressing unjustified anger (i.e., anger when there is no moral violation) would be judged more
negatively than an individual expressing anger as a result of observing a moral violation. We also
predicted that feeling foo angry in response to a moral violation would lead to less positive moral
evaluations (i.e., that a person described as “angry” would be judged more favorably than a
person described as “extremely angry/furious”).

Methods

Participants
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We recruited 604 participants via Mturk (our target N was 600). After excluding
participants who failed our attention check, we had a final sample of 600 participants (252
women, 245 men, 2 non-binary, 1 unidentified; Mug. = 38.90, SDyge = 10.96). This sample size
provided 80% power to detect an effect as small as f'= .13 for the overall interaction with a =.05.
Design

Participants were randomly assigned to one of six between-subjects conditions, based on
a 2 (behavioral type: moral violation, no violation) x 3 (response type: anger, extreme anger,
neutral) design. We created new vignettes for this study that took place in different settings,
including a shopping mall, a park, and a restaurant. In all conditions, participants read three
vignettes describing a person observing a behavior and then that person’s emotional reaction (or
lack thereof) to that behavior. Each vignette described an individual observing either a moral
violation (e.g., a shop assistant ignores waiting customers to help his friends first) or no violation
(e.g., a shop assistant talks to his friends who are making purchase). The observer then
experienced anger (e.g., felt angry), excessive anger (e.g., felt extremely angry and furious,
swore at the person in his head), or felt neutral (e.g., didn’t say anything to anyone and didn’t
feel anything special). For each participant, the three vignettes were consistent as to whether or
not they contained a moral violation, and what kind of emotional reaction the observer
experienced. After reading each scenario, participants completed the same dependent measures
that were used in Study 1 with one added item directly asking participants the extent they would
trust this target. This item was then included in computing the moral character score. Finally,
participants completed demographic information.

Results and Discussion
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To test our hypothesis that participants would have more favorable moral evaluations of
an observer feeling anger only when the anger occurred as a result of a moral violation, we
conducted a 2 (behavioral type: moral violation, no violation) x 3 (response type: anger,
extreme anger, neutral) ANOVA on our index of moral character. The overall interaction was
significant, F(2,594) =72.67, p =.001, 77p2 = .20 (see Figure 2). Consistent with our hypothesis,
when a moral violation was present, participants judged the angry target (M = 4.84, SD = 0.91)
as having better moral character than the neutral target (M =4.12, SD=0.98), 1(199) =-5.13, p
=.001, d =0.76. However, when there was no moral violation, the neutral target (M =4.91, SD
= (0.94) was judged more positively than the angry target (M = 3.68, SD = 1.00), #(199) = 8.78, p
=.001,d =1.27.

Contrary to our initial prediction, when a moral violation was present, participants made
similar evaluations of both the extremely angry target (M = 4.81, SD = 1.02) and the angry target
(M=4.84,SD=0.91), (200) = 0.26, p =.80, d = 0.04, suggesting that perhaps they did not view
the extreme anger as inappropriate to the moral violation that was witnessed. However, in the
absence of a moral violation, participants judged the extremely angry target (M = 3.40, SD =
1.11) as having worse moral character than the angry target (M = 3.69, SD = 1.00), #(198) =
2.04, p =.04,d =0.27, suggesting that participants were not simply insensitive to the excessive
anger manipulation. They found the angry person to have poor moral character, and the
excessively angry person to have an even worse one.

Judgments of social likability followed a similar pattern. The overall interaction between
response and behavioral type was significant, F(2,594) = 77.40, p =.001, 5,> = .21. In the
presence of a moral violation, participants liked the angry target (M = 4.66, SD = 1.00) more

than the neutral target (M = 3.87, SD = 1.08), #(199) =5.10, p =.001, d = 0.76. However, in the



ANGER AS A SIGNAL OF MORAL CHARACTER 15

absence of a moral violation, people liked the neutral target (M = 4.64, SD = 0.98) more than the
angry target (M =3.22, SD=1.17), 1(199) =9.19, p =.001, d = 1.32. Moreover, in the presence
of a moral violation, there was no differences in evaluations of the angry target (M = 4.66, SD =
1.00) and the extremely angry target (M = 4.56, SD = 1.08), #(200) = 0.66, p =.51, d =0.10.
However, in the absence of a moral violation, the extremely angry target (M = 2.82, SD=1.26)
was judged as less likable than the angry target (M =3.22, SD=1.17), (198) =2.56, p = .01, d
=0.33.

We explored a moderated mediation model where the relationship between emotional
reaction on moral character judgments through perceived appropriateness of the reaction is
conditional on the behavioral type (PROCESS Model 8; Hayes, 2012). We found that behavioral
type significantly moderated the indirect effect of anger relative to a neutral expression on moral
character ratings through perceived appropriateness, effect = 1.98, 95% CI = [1.65, 2.33]. When
there was no violation, the effect of anger relative to a neutral expression on moral character was
mediated by the decrease on appropriateness, effect = -1.53, 95% CI = [-1.78, -1.29]. When there
was a violation, the effect of anger relative to a neutral expression on moral character was
mediated by the increase on appropriateness, effect = 0.46, 95% CI = [0.28, 0.65]; Similarly,
behavioral type also moderated the indirect effect of excessive anger relative to a neutral
expression on moral character ratings through perceived appropriateness, effect = 2.03, 95% CI
=[1.71, 2.38]. When there was no violation, the effect of anger relative to a neutral expression
on moral character was mediated by the decrease in perceived appropriateness, effect = -1.59,
95% CI = [-1.85, -1.36]. When there was a violation, the effect of anger relative to a neutral
expression on moral character was mediated by the increase in perceived appropriateness, effect

=0.44, 95% CI =[0.25, 0.64].
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These results suggest that people are sensitive to the appropriateness of anger such that
they only evaluated the angry target more positive than the neutral target if the anger was
directed at a moral violation. To our surprise, when the anger over the moral violation was
described as more extreme, it did not cause more negative judgments of moral character. It could
be that people simply endorse high levels of outrage over moral violations, an explanation
consistent with the frequency and degree with which people express moral outrage in public life,

especially when online (Crockett, 2017).
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Figure 2: Moral character judgments of the target by emotional response and behavioral type

(Study 2). Error bars are standard errors.

Study 3

In the previous two studies, we assessed judgments of moral character by having
participants make evaluations about a target on a set of scale items. In this study we sought to
test whether participants would show a difference in their behavior toward targets whom they

knew felt anger over a moral violation (compared to those who did not). Building on previous
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work showing that moral character information can influence behavior in a trust game (e.g.,
Anderson et al., 2021; Everett et al., 2016), we predicted that participants would be more willing
to trust a target in a trust game (Berg et al., 1995) if that target felt anger in response to a moral
violation.
Methods
Participants

We recruited 160 U.S. participants through MTurk. We based our sample size on those
used in past research using a similar methodology (Anderson et al., 2021; Everett et al., 2016).
Per our preregistration, we excluded participants who failed any of our three comprehension
checks regarding the trust game (N = 27), leaving a final sample of 133 (61 women, 70 men, 1
non-binary, 1 left blank; Mg = 37.95). This sample size provided 80% power to detect an effect
as small as dz = .25 in a two-tailed Wilcoxon signed-rank test with o =.05.
Design

Participants first answered open-ended questions asking how they would act in three
hypothetical situations. The first situation was an adaptation of the workplace team scenario from
Study 1, while the other two situations were filler tasks that were not relevant to our hypotheses'.
The first situation read “Imagine that at your workplace, a team of five people completes a
project. The supervisor finds a few small errors in the project, and singles-out one of the team
members, publicly criticizing them and docking their pay. Even though it was a collective effort,
the other team members do not receive any criticism or lose any pay. How would you feel if you
saw this? Would you experience any anger?”

Participants were then introduced to the trust game (TG). In the typical TG, there are two

players: an “investor” and a “trustee.” The investor is endowed with some money and told that
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any money they transfer (from zero to the full amount; this amount is the measure of “trust”) to
the trustee will be doubled, at which point the trustee can then decide to transfer a proportion of
their total amount (from zero to the full amount they received) back to the investor (this amount
is the measure of “trustworthiness”). After participants were given this description, they were
asked three comprehension questions regarding the TG to ensure that they understood the game.

After successfully completing the comprehension questions, we then told participants that
they had been assigned the role of the investor in the game, that they had been given $0.50 as
their initial endowment, and that they would be playing in a trust game with one of two potential
players; namely, other MTurkers who had already answered the hypothetical questions, and who
had consented to sharing their answers with other participants (we stated that their own answers
would not be shown to the other players). Participants were told that after they reported how they
would behave in the trust game, we would randomly select one of the other players to be the
participant’s partner and would carry out the decisions for real, and that the participant’s final
bonus payment would be based on the outcomes of these decisions.

Participants were then presented (in counterbalanced order) with the responses to the
workplace team scenario that had been ostensibly provided by the two other players who served
as potential partners. Player 1 (angry) responded by saying “It just seems unfair to single that
one person out. I think I would feel pretty angry about it.”” Player 2 (non-angry) said “It feels
wrong to pick on just him, but I don't think I would feel angry.” As an explicit measure of
partner choice, we asked participants whom they would most prefer as a partner in the TG,
Player 1 or Player 2. As indicators of trust, we asked participants how much of their $0.50 they
would want to transfer if they were playing the game with Player 1, how much they would want

to transfer if they were playing with Player 2 (from $0.00 to $0.50), and what percentage of
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money they believed they would receive back if that particular player was their partner (from 0%
to 100%).
Results and Discussion

Consistent with our predictions, as well as with the results of our previous studies, we
found that participants were significantly more likely to select the partner who expressed anger at
injustice (89%) than the partner who did not express anger at injustice (11%), p <.001.

Because the data were non-normally distributed, we used a series of Wilcoxon signed-
ranks tests to compare the amount of money transferred and the percentage participants predicted
they would receive in return. Supporting our hypotheses, we found that participants transferred
more money to the angry partner (M = 33.05 cents) than the non-angry partner (M = 19.66
cents), Z=6.64, p > .001, r = .51, and reported expecting to receive more money back from the
angry partner (M = 43.21%) than the non-angry partner (M = 25.99%), Z="7.03, p <.001, r
= .45. We acknowledge that decisions regarding the amount of money transferred and the
expected money received were likely influenced by the initial decision in the choice of partner.
However, the nonetheless consistent pattern across all measures provides strong evidence that
people are more trusting of others who experience third-party anger, and that this is reflected in

their behavioral choices.

Study 4

In Studies 1-3, we focused on evaluations of targets whom we described as feeling anger
when observing moral violations. It is possible, however, that anger’s positive effect on moral
character emerged because participants assumed that the anger was unexpressed (this could, for
instance, mean that the person possessed more self-control, or that they did not cause any social

discomfort by expressing anger outwardly). We wanted to know if our previous findings would
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extend to instances in which a target actually displayed anger. The expression of anger has been
repeatedly associated with negative dispositional inferences (Harker & Keltner, 2001; Knutson,
1996; Montepare & Dobish, 2003), so it is possible that expressing anger might trigger negative
evaluations about a person’s moral character. In addition, emotional expressions do not
necessarily reflect the person’s true inner emotional experiences, (Sasse, Spears, & Gordijn,
2018; Fischer & Evers, 2011) so it may be that the expression of the emotion is viewed as
strategic, and somehow “cheaper” than genuinely experiencing the emotion (which we simply
told people was the case in our previous studies). Nonetheless, we predicted that displays of
anger would play a similar role in this study—that emotional expressions serve as an adequate
proxy for what a person is actually feeling in response to a moral violation. In order to test this,
instead of describing the target’s feelings, we accompanied our vignettes with video clips that
showed the target expressing anger on their face. We also included a condition in which the
target expressed anger at their own unfair treatment, in order to see whether our effect was
dependent on the anger being expressed as a result of a third-party violation. We predicted that
expressing anger at one’s own unfair treatment would not reflect positively on moral character in
the same way that anger at a third-party violation (as it may be viewed as more self-interested
and therefore less of a signal of positive moral character).
Methods
Participants

406 undergraduate students from a university in the northeast of the U.S. signed up and
completed our study. We excluded participants who failed our attention check, leaving a final

sample of 395 (288 women, 105 men, 2 non-binary; Muge = 20.05, SDage = 1.32). This sample
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size provided 80% power to detect an effect as small as f'= .14 for the overall interaction with o
=.05.
Design

Participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions, based on a 2 (victim of the
violation: first-person or third-person) x 2 (emotional response: anger or neutral) between-
subjects design. We told all participants that we had already conducted a study in which people
read the same scenario (a version of the workplace punishment scenario from Study 1) that they
were about to read, and who had been told to imagine themselves as the person in the scenario.
We also told participants that we had recorded the previous participants’ responses to the
scenario on video. One group of participants read the same workplace punishment scenario from
Study 1, in which a target observes the unfair treatment of another (third-person condition),
another group of participants read a modified version in which the target themselves experiences
the unfair treatment (first-person condition).

After each participant read the scenario (either first- or third-person), they watched a
recording of a person whom they believed to be the previous participant reacting to the scenario
in the other study. Participants in the anger condition watched a video of an individual
displaying an angry expression whereas participants in the neutral condition watched a video of
a person with a neutral expression (videos from Reed et al., 2014). Finally, participants
completed the same set of items as in Study 2.

Results and Discussion

To test whether expressions of anger to first-person moral violations were perceived as

less moral than anger over third-person violations, we conducted a 2 (emotional response: anger

or neutral) x 2 (victim of the violation: first-person or third-person) between-subjects ANOVA
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(see Figure 3). As predicted, the target who expressed anger for third-person moral violations
was judged to have a more positive moral character (M = 4.85, SD = 1.01) than the neutral target
(M =3.94,SD =0.91), t(196) = 6.85, p =.001, d = 0.95. When the unfair treatments were
experienced first-hand, the angry target (Manger= 4.65, SDanger= 0.90) was also judged to have a
better moral character than the neutral target (Mheutrai= 4.33, SDneutrai= 0.92), #(195) =2.37, p
=.02, d =0.35. Importantly, there was a significant two-way interaction between emotional
response and perspective, F(1,391) =9.89, p =.002, ;1p2 = .03, suggesting differential moral
character judgments based on the perspective, such that the benefit invoked by anger for
character judgment is larger when the anger is directed towards a third-person’s experience than
when the violation was toward the self.

We found a similar pattern for the social likability evaluations. The interaction between
emotional response and perspective was significant, F(1,391) = 10.39, p =.001, 5,*> =.03.
Specifically, when the emotional response was toward other people’s unfair experience,
participants liked the angry target (M = 4.39, SD = 1.19) more than the neutral target (M = 3.55,
SD =1.09), 1(196) =5.32, p =.001, d = 0.73. However, the angry target (M = 4.02, SD = 1.00)
was not liked more than the neutral target (M = 3.90, SD = 1.11) when the emotional response
was a result of their first-hand experience of unfair treatment, #(195) = 0.77, p =.44,d =0.11.

As in previous studies, we assessed whether perceived appropriateness of the response
mediated the impact of response type on moral character judgments. Using PROCESS 95% bias-
corrected CI based on 5000 bootstrapped samples, response type influenced moral character
ratings through perceived appropriateness of the emotional reaction (Model 4, Hayes, 2012), ab

=0.39, 95% CI =[0.27, 0.52]. This result again suggests that perceiving anger as being the more
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appropriate reaction in those situations indirectly lead to the increased positivity of moral
character ratings for the angry target.

In this study we provided evidence that angry facial expressions provide much the same
information about moral character as the descriptions of emotional experience in the previous
studies. In addition, the positive anger effect (compared with the neutral condition) on moral
character judgment diminished when anger was expressed for first person moral violations (i.e.,
when the target was themselves a victim), and further disappeared for the social likability
judgment. These results were consistent with our previous findings that feeling anger toward a
violation is perceived well by others compared with maintaining a neutral expression. However,
we did see that the benefits associated with anger in the first-person condition were reduced
compared with the third-person condition. This is consistent with our theorizing that anger
expressed at people’s own unfair treatment does not signal the same positive moral character as
anger expressed at the unfair treatment of another, perhaps because it may be motivated by
selfish reasons rather than other-oriented moral concerns (Baston et al., 2007; Batson et al.,
2009; Cohen, Nisbett, Bowdle, & Schwarz, 1996). Yet, noticing that another person has been
treated unfairly and experiencing an emotional response because of their experience could be a
clear indication of prosocial tendencies. In the next study, we sought to compare the signaling
value of anger to that of sympathy (viewed by many as a moral/prosocial emotion; Decety &
Chaminade. 2003), as a way to test the magnitude of anger’s reputational boost when compared

to another moral emotion.
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Figure 3: Moral character judgments of the target by emotional response and the victim of the

violation (Study 4). Error bars are standard errors.

Study 5

One common emotion experienced when observing a moral transgression is that of
sympathy for the victim of the transgression. Sympathy is considered by many to be a positive
emotion, and experiencing sympathy may be a marker for virtue (Darwall, 1998; Eisenberg et al.,
2014), as it is associated with prosocial behaviors (Eisenberg et al., 1989; Hume, 2003; Nichols,
2001). How would expressing anger toward a perpetrator of a third-party violation compare to
expressing sympathy for the victim? In this study we used a similar design as in Studies 1-2, with
the addition of a condition that described an individual who was described as experiencing
sympathy for the victim of a transgression. We hypothesized that, while we would replicate the
effect of anger leading to positive evaluations, participants would view the sympathetic target as
having a better moral character (due to the fact that anger is viewed by many as an undesirable,

negative emotion).
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Methods
Participants

We recruited 300 U.S. participants through MTurk. We excluded participants who failed
our attention check, leaving a final sample of 289 (112 women, 177 men; Muge = 35.19, SDage =
9.78). This sample size provided 80% power to detect an effect as small as f'= .18 for a main
effect with a =.05.
Design

Participants in all conditions read scenarios about a target witnessing other people’s
unfair treatment. To diversify the type of unfair experiences people may encounter in daily lives,
we created three new scenarios involving someone being accidently hit on the subway, smoking
near a children’s playground, and yelling at a cashier. At the end of the scenario, we described
the agent’s reaction to the observed unfair treatment other people experience. In the anger
condition, we reported that the individual “didn't say anything to anyone but she felt angry”. In
the neutral condition, the individual “didn't say anything to anyone and just went about her/his
business”. In the sympathy condition, the individual “didn't say anything to anyone but she felt
sympathy.” Participants were randomly assigned to one of three response conditions. After
reading the scenarios, participants responded to the same items as in Study 2.
Results and Discussion

To examine the effect of emotional responses on evaluations moral character, we
conducted a one-way ANOVA with 3 between-subjects factors (emotional response: anger,
sympathy, or neutral; see Figure 4). Character judgments were different, depending on the
target’s emotional responses, F(2, 286) = 3.94, p =.02, n,> = .03. Specifically, we replicated the

main finding again that people judged the angry target (M =5.21, SD = 0.89) as possessing a
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better moral character than the target who did not experience any emotions (M =4.79, SD =
1.08), #(186) = 2.80, p =.005, d = 0.42. Contrary to our prediction that sympathy would lead to
more positive evaluations of moral character than anger, people did not judge the character of the
target who expressed sympathy (M = 5.00, SD = 1.02) as significantly different from that of the
angry target (M =5.21, SD = 0.89) or the neutral target (M =4.79, SD = 1.08), #(186)anger-sympathy =
1.43, p =15, d = 0.22; 1(193)neutral-sympathy = -1.43, p =.15, d = 0.20. Interestingly, emotional
responses only influenced moral character judgments but not social likability judgments. The
level of likability toward the target did not differ by the target’s emotional responses, F(2, 286) =
1.49, p =23, > = .01.

A mediation analysis using a PROCESS 95% bias-corrected CI based on 5000
bootstrapped samples (Model 4, Hayes, 2012) with the neutral condition as the reference group
showed that the perceived appropriateness of the emotional reaction did not mediate the effect of
the sympathy condition relative to the neutral condition on moral character ratings, aib = 0.06,
95% CI = [-0.16, 0.29] nor the effect of the anger condition relative to the neutral condition on
moral character ratings, azb = 0.17, 95% CI = [-0.04, 0.40]. Different from previous studies,
perceived appropriateness did not turn out to be a significant mediator of the effect of reactions
on character judgments.

These results showed that anger elicited similar moral character judgments toward the
target as sympathy. Although anger generally has a negative reputation whereas sympathy is
considered a positive emotion, our findings showed that when an individual felt anger toward a
perpetrator of a moral violation they were evaluated just as positively as an individual who felt

sympathy for the victim. The fact that there was no difference between the positivity of
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evaluations elicited by the two emotions seems to suggest that people do not necessarily value

focusing one’s moral attention on the victim more highly than focusing on the perpetrator.
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Figure 4: Moral character judgments of the target by emotional response (Study 5). Error bars are

standard errors.

Study 6a

In our previous studies, we found consistent evidence that people judge an observer who
experiences anger at a moral violation as having better moral character than an observer who
does not experience anger. In the remaining studies, we examine the underlying mechanisms for
these judgments: Why would experiencing moral anger lead to these judgments? As previously
discussed, when people evaluate moral character, part of what they are evaluating is a person’s
“moral-cognitive machinery” (Critcher et al., 2020; Helzer & Critcher, 2018). Therefore, as a
signal of moral character, morally-motivated anger should (in the minds of other people) provide
information about the target’s thoughts and behavioral tendencies. We examine these
components in the last two studies.

One of the prerequisites for feeling angry about a moral violation is the recognition that a

moral violation has occurred (Ellsworth & Smith, 1988; Montada & Schneider, 1989; Roseman,
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Spindel, & Jose, 1990; van Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears, 2008). Observing someone respond
with moral anger, then, may simply serve as a signal that they have recognized that an action is
wrong and should be condemned. If so, this recognition alone (without the accompanying anger)
should be enough to provide the reputational benefits we observed in our previous studies.
However, we predict that anger provides additional information beyond the recognition that an
act is wrong. For instance, anger may provide information regarding the intensity of belief that
an act is wrong, or may provide information about an individual’s motivation to act on their
beliefs—both pieces of information that seem diagnostic of moral character. Thus, in this study,
we believe that people would evaluate an angry target as having a better moral character than a
target who was simply described as recognizing that an act was wrong.
Methods
Participants

We recruited 300 U.S. participants from MTurk. We excluded participants who failed our
attention check, leaving a final sample of 297 (124 women, 172 men, 1 non-binary, Mag. = 38.95,
SDage = 10.87). This sample size provided 80% power to detect an effect as small as f= .18 for a
main effect with a =.05.
Design

In this study we used the three scenarios used in Study 2. In addition to the anger and
neutral response conditions, we added a condition in which the target recognizes and
acknowledges the wrongness of the transgressor’s behavior (without providing information about
their emotional response). Participants read all three scenarios and were randomly assigned to
one of the three response conditions (anger, recognition, or neutral) before completing the same

questions as in Studies 2.
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Results and discussion

We conducted a one-way ANOVA with 3 (response type: anger, recognition, neutral) as
a between-subject factor (see Figure 5). There was a main effect of emotional responses, F(2,
294) =25.18, p =.001, 77p2 =.15. Consistent with our prediction, the angry target (M = 4.89, SD =
0.81) was judged to have better moral character than the target who did not show any emotions
(M=4.24,5D =0.92), (190) =4.91, p =.001, d =0.75. Similarly, the target who simply
recognized the act as wrong (M = 5.14, SD = 1.00) was also judged as having better moral
character than the neutral target (M =4.24, SD =0.92), 1(198) = 6.91, p =.001, d= 0.93. Contrary
to our predictions, however, the target who simply recognized the wrongness of the act (M =
5.14, SD = 1.00) was not judged as having a significantly different moral character than the
angry target (M =4.89, SD =0.81), #200) = 1.94, p =.054, d = 0.27.

A one-way ANOVA with the socially likability judgments revealed a similar pattern, F(2,
294) =23.59, p =.001, 55> = .14. such that the angry target (M = 4.72, SD = 0.91) and the target
who recognized the wrongness of an act (M =4.93, SD = 1.13) were liked more than the neutral
target (M =3.96, SD = 1.08), #(190) = 5.05, p =.001, d =0.76, #(198) = 6.58, p =.001, d =0.89.
In addition, the likability of the angry target was not significantly different from the likability for
the target who recognized the act was wrong, #(200) = 1.48, p =.14,d =0.21.

Using the same mediation model as in Study 5 with the neutral condition as the reference
group, the effect of recognizing the act was wrong relative to the neutral condition indirectly
influenced moral character ratings through increased perceived appropriateness of the reaction,
aitb =0.42, 95% CI = [0.26, 0.60]. Relative to the neutral condition, the effect of the anger

condition on moral character judgments was also indirectly affected by perceived
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appropriateness of the reaction, a;b = 0.39, 95% CI = [0.22, 0.58]. Again, replicating the
mediation model with perceived appropriateness of the reaction as the mediator.

In summary, targets who were described as recognizing that an act was wrong received
the same reputational benefit (compared to the neutral condition) as angry targets. These results
contradicted our prediction that angry targets would be judged as having a better moral character,
and seem to suggest that simply recognizing that an act is morally wrong is enough to signal a
good moral character. However, it is possible that the emotion of anger nonetheless provides
additional information about moral character that was not captured by our dependent variables.
Given the strong association between emotions and action tendencies (Lewis, 2005; Moors et al.,
2013), anger may serve as a signal of a target’s motivation to act when faced with a moral
violation, which itself may be morally relevant information. Finally, it is possible that these
results found were simply due to a failed manipulation—participants may have simply assumed
that the target who judged the action to be wrong actually felt angry, and this may have account
for the similarities between moral judgments for targets in the “anger” and “recognition”

conditions. In Study 6b, we sought to address these issues.

Moral Character
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Figure 5: Moral character judgments of the target by response type (Study 6a). Error bars are

standard errors.
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Study 6b

In order to address the possibility that participants inferred that a target was angry when
they were described as recognizing that an act was wrong, we added a condition in which we
clearly stated that the target recognized the wrongness of an act but did not feel angry. In
addition, we added measures intended to assess whether anger was providing relevant
information above-and-beyond the recognition that an act was wrong. Given that anger has been
shown to be an emotion that motivates people to act (Berkowitz, 2012; Kuppens et al., 2003;
Mouilso et al., 2007), we added questions asking participants how they expected the target to act.
We predicted that 1) participants would evaluate the angry target more positively than the target
who recognized wrong but did not feel angry, and 2) participants would view the angry target as
more motivated to act on their moral belief.

Methods
Participants

We recruited 400 U.S. participants from MTurk. We excluded two participants who
failed our attention check, leaving a final sample of 398 (190 women, 198 men; Mg = 41.39,
SDage = 12.54). This sample size provided 80% power to detect an effect as small as f= .18 for a
main effect with o =.05.

Design

The study design was the same as Study 6a with three exceptions. First, we added a
condition where we described that the target recognized that a behavior was wrong, but that he
did not feel angry about it. Therefore, participants were assigned to one of four between-subjects
conditions: the angry target, the neutral target, the recognizing wrong target, and the recognizing

wrong but not angry target. Second, we changed our description of the target in the neutral
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condition: Instead of saying the target did not feel anything special, the target was described as
not thinking much about it upon seeing the event. Third, we added a question asking what
participants thought about the target’s likelihood to intervene in the future. For each scenario,
participants were asked to imagine the target facing a similar situation in the future and indicate
how likely they think the target would intervene on a 1 to 7 scale, with 1 being not likely to
intervene at all and 7 being definitely going to intervene.

Results

We conducted a between-subjects one-way ANOVA (response type: anger, recognition,
recognition with no anger, neutral). For moral character, we observed a main effect of response
type (see Figure 6), F(3, 394) = 10.14, p =.001, 5> = .07. Pairwise comparisons with Bonferroni
corrections showed that, compared to the neutral target (M = 4.03, SD = 1.03), the angry target
M=4.71,8D =0.92; 1(198) =4.81, p =.001, d = 0.70), the recognizing wrong target (M = 4.65,
SD =0.81; #(196) =4.39, p =.001, d =0.67), and the recognizing wrong but not angry target (M
=4.62, SD =1.20; 1(200) = 4.19, p =.001, d = 0.53) were all judged as having a better moral
character. Similar to our results in Study 6a, the angry target was not judged differently from the
target who recognized wrong, #(194) = 0.39, p = 1.00, d = 0.06. However, contrary to our
predictions, the angry target was not judged differently from the target who recognized wrong
but showed no anger, #(198) = 0.64, p = 1.00, d = 0.09.

Judgments of likability showed the same pattern as the moral character judgments. The
main effect of response type was significant, F(3, 394) = 9.52, p =.001, #,> = .07. The angry
target (M =4.48, SD =0.93; 1(198) =4.79, p =.001, d =0.72), recognizing wrong target (M =
4.35,SD =0.98; 1(196) = 3.92, p =.001, d = 0.58), and the recognizing wrong but not angry

target (M =4.38, SD = 1.27; 1(200) = 4.16, p =.001, d = 0.53) were all judged to be more likable
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than the neutral target (M= 3.75, SD = 1.10), while the angry target was not evaluated
differently from the target who recognized wrong, #(194) = 0.85, p = 1.00, d = 0.14, and
recognized wrong and not feeling angry, #(198) = 0.65, p = 1.00, d = 0.09.

Based on exploratory mediational analyses as in previous studies, we found that the effect
of recognizing the act was wrong without feeling anger, relative to the neutral condition, did not
indirectly influence moral character ratings through perceived appropriateness of the reaction,
aitb =0.13, 95% CI = [-0.06, 0.32]. However, perceived appropriateness of the reaction mediated
the effect of recognizing wrong to the neutral condition and the effect of anger to the neutral
condition on moral character ratings, a;b = 0.21, 95% CI = [0.03, 0.40]; a3b = 0.34, 95% Cl =
[0.16, 0.53], suggesting that the reaction that was deemed as more appropriate for the situation
was associated with a more positive character judgment toward the target.

To test the hypothesis that anger provided information about a target’s moral motivation,
we computed a composite score for the questions across all three scenarios assessing the
likelihood that the target would intervene in similar situations in the future (Cronbach’s alpha =
0.83) and examined whether people’s expectation of the target intervening in similar future
situations differed by response condition. A one-way ANOVA revealed a significant main effect
of response condition, F(3, 394) = 10.01, p =.001, 5, = .07 (see Figure 7). Pairwise comparisons
with a Bonferroni correction showed that the angry targets (M = 3.51, SD = 1.31) were judged as
most likely to intervene in similar future situations, and that this was significantly higher than the
judgments of future intervention for the targets who simply recognized that a moral violation
occurred (M =2.94, SD = 1.37), 1(194) =2.97, p = .02, d = 0.36, for targets who recognized the
moral violation and did not feel angry (M = 2.68, SD = 1.34), 1(198) = 4.40, p = .0001, d =0.52,

and for targets in the neutral condition (M = 2.56, SD = 1.31), #198) =5.03, p=.0001,d =0.61.
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The target who was described as recognizing that an act was wrong was not evaluated differently
from the neutral target #(198) = 2.02, p = .26, d = 0.29, or the target who recognized that an act
was wrong and did not feel angry, #(198) = 1.40, p = .98, d = 0.20.

Discussion

In Study 6b, we replicated the findings from Study 6a such that targets who felt angry
and targets who only recognized that an act was wrong were both judged to be more positive
than the target in the neutral condition. This result ran contrary to our initial predictions—we
thought that the target who experienced anger would be viewed as having a significantly better
moral character than a target who was described as recognizing the wrongness of an act but not
feeling angry at all. In other words, anger did not appear to provide an additional signal about the
positivity of moral character above-and-beyond the believing that an act is wrong. This suggests
that the reputational benefits of anger we have documented may be because experiencing anger
communicates the moral beliefs of the target. It may be that experiencing anger in the face of a
moral violation simply serves as a quick and easy-to-read signal for a third-party to figure out a
target’s underlying moral beliefs. This makes sense—it is likely much less common for someone
observing a moral violation to explicitly state their beliefs to those around them. However, their
emotional response is much more likely to be observable by surrounding witnesses.

However, consistent with our predictions, these results show that anger provides at least
some information that may be morally relevant—that an angry target would be more likely to
intervene in a future situation in which they observe a similar moral violation. Individuals seem
to hold the belief that anger is a stronger motivator of action than simply recognizing the
wrongness of an act, an explanation that is consistent with the literature on anger (Carver &

Harmon-Jones, 2009). This highlights one of the beliefs that lay people hold about anger, and
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this belief seem to distinguish anger from the cognitive appraisal and recognition process that

precedes the emotional response.
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General Discussion
Across 7 studies employing a variety of paradigms, we found that people who experience

or express anger in response to a moral transgression are judged as having a better moral
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character than those who do not. In contrast to common characterizations of anger as being a
purely aggressive or antisocial emotion, people actually do value moral anger (with some
caveats). In Study 2, we demonstrated that anger is not always beneficial, suggesting that
observers are at least partially basing their judgments on the appropriateness of the anger for the
situation. We also found that these character inferences from moral anger have downstream
behavioral consequences (Study 3), such that participants were more likely to choose, as a
partner in a trust game, an individual who expressed anger at injustice (compared to one who did
not). We also demonstrated that self-interested anger is less of a positive signal of moral
character than anger when another person is harmed (Study 4). When comparing anger towards
the transgressor and sympathy towards the victim as different reactions, we found that anger had
an equivalent positive effect as sympathy, an altruistic positive moral emotion, on evaluations of
moral character (Study 5). We also demonstrated that part of what observers may infer from
anger in response to a moral violation is that the person who feels angry is likely to believe that
the violation was wrong. Although we unexpectedly found that simply recognizing that an act
was wrong led people to give more positive assessments of character to the same degree as the
people who were described as angry, people were more likely to expect the angry target to
engage in future behavioral interventions (Studies 6a and 6b).

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first set of studies that systematically looked at
the sociomoral value of experiencing anger. By focusing on the emotion of anger without
additional behaviors and decisions, our work serves to understand the functions of emotion,
specifically anger, in the judgment of the moral character of others. Our work also extends recent
theory and research on the role of moral character judgments as part of our broader social

cognition (e.g., Critcher et al., 2020; Uhlmann et al., 2015). Although plenty of work has studied
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how people form moral character judgments of others (e.g., Goodwin et al., 2014 ; Strohminger &

Nichols, 2014), much of the focus has been on the role of behaviors and mental states like
intentions. The present research, however, demonstrated that the experience of anger alone can
be a positive signal of moral character.

Another reason that we think the positive effect of anger has on moral character is
especially interesting is that anger is very often perceived as a negative emotion. However, in
certain situations, which we examined in our work, showed that anger can be perceived as a
positive cue for moral character judgments. One of the reasons that anger can be seen as positive
is because it means that the person experiencing it can recognize immoral wrongs, and this moral
recognition improves people’s moral standing (Study 6a). What’s more unique about anger is
that people expect the angry person more likely to intervene in a future situation in which they
observe a similar moral violation (Study 6b), suggesting that people hold an extra layer of
expectation toward the angry targets. Different from anger, sympathy in general is considered as
a positive emotion. However, the results of Study 5 showed that people did not infer more
positive moral character from the person who felt sympathy, showing the strength of positivity
associated with the person who experiences anger, a typical negative emotion, can be as strong
as a typical positive emotion like sympathy. Although it is beyond the focus of this work, future
work can further investigate when different emotions can be construed as moral and their effect
on character judgments.

As mentioned above, one mechanism by which anger signals moral character appears to
be by providing information that a target has judged an action to be wrong. That is, anger
provides information about the person’s appraisal of the situation, revealing their moral stance

and beliefs. This makes sense, as appraisal processes are an integral feature of emotional
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responses (Lazarus & Smith, 1988; Moors et al., 2013). Anger, specifically, is accompanied by
an appraisal of injustice or unfairness (e.g., Ellsworth & Smith, 1988; Frijda et al., 1989; Mikula
et al., 1998). This suggests the key element for anger to be a moral character signal is through its
function of revealing the person’s moral beliefs. In other words, anger may serve as a reliable
and efficient cue about an individual’s moral beliefs in real life (e.g., Gross et al., 1997; Hess et
al., 1995; Sato & Yoshikawa, 2007). Moreover, the results from Study 6b showed that anger,
compared to merely believing that an act is wrong, is more likely to communicate a motivation
to act in the future. This is consistent with research on the role anger plays in motivating action,
and may be why anger communicates positive character (Berkowitz, 2012; Kuppens et al., 2003;
Young et al., 2011).

In addition, the exploratory mediational analyses showed that the perceived
appropriateness of the response could be another mediator of the effect of response type on
moral character judgments. In five out of the six mediation analyses, perceived response
appropriateness significantly mediated the positive effect of anger relative to a neutral expression
on moral character judgments. These results suggest that when there is a moral violation toward
a third party, feeling angry toward it may be expected by people. Interestingly, such
appropriateness judgments influenced how people make moral judgments of others, shedding
light on the philosophical debate regarding the connection between social appropriateness and
morality (Goldberg, 2022). Although this work focuses solely on the emotion of anger, we
speculate a similar mediatory mechanism through perceived appropriateness to be applied to
other emotions’ signaling function for moral characters. For example, someone who feels
disgusted by an event could be perceived as having a good moral character if the experienced

disgust is deemed as appropriate for the occasion. This effect might disappear when the
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experienced disgust was not considered as appropriate by the perceiver. Similarly, perceived
emotional appropriateness might guide moral character judgments when the emotion is positive.
For instance, someone who felt compassionate could be inferred as having a better moral
character than those who don’t when the experienced compassion feeling was considered as
appropriate, but not when it is thought to be inappropriate. However, because these mediation
analyses were exploratory, future work needs to further confirm the model and identify the key
components in appropriateness (e.g., norm or expectation) that influence moral judgments.

In our studies, the boost in moral character emerged if the behavior triggering the anger
was perceived to be a moral violation; if the anger was seen as unjustified, it did not lead to
better character judgments. It means that, in real life, if the behavior giving rise to the outrage is
not perceived as a moral violation by a large group of people, it may backfire and lead people to
judge the person more negatively, or to perceive them as attempting to “virtue signal.” Given
that individuals differ in their perceptions of what constitutes a moral violation, often along
political lines (e.g., Curry et al., 2019; Graham et al., 2009; Gray et al., 2012; Rai & Fiske,
2011), this may be the case for many such expressions of moral anger where it is expressed
toward moral violations that is divided by political ideologies.

Limitations and Future Directions

Our research has several limitations that can be addressed with future research. Perhaps
most critically, the majority of our studies relied on written scenarios that directly reveal the
protagonist’s emotional experience. This allowed us to isolate the effect we were interested in—
how experiencing anger might influence observers’ evaluations of moral character. However, in
everyday situations, observers rarely have direct access to others’ mental states in the way we

described in our vignettes. Observers usually infer a target’s mental states through observable
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cues (Tamir & Thornton, 2018), including facial expressions (e.g., Back et al., 2009; Grossmann,
2017; Handley et al., 2021), verbal expressions (Gaudreau et al., 2015; Kraut, 1978; Shatz et al.,
1983), and behavior (Kelley, 1973; Mata et al., 2021; Newtson, 1973). While we attempted
testing our hypothesis with more naturalistic cues (using facial expressions in Study 4), there
may still be interesting nuances in how observers infer moral character using anger expressed
through different channels. Some channels might afford more extreme expression of anger than
others. For example, when using language, sometimes, people might use vulgar language to
express anger. However, it might put people off and compete with the positive moral inferences
people make from the anger expression (i.e., anger expressed in a non-normative or overly
aggressive manner might lead to less positive inferences). Future work can test the kind of anger
that people deem as excessive and start reducing the positive effect associated with it.

Furthermore, in all of our studies, we used vignettes clearly depicting a specific moral
violation. However, behaviors are often morally ambiguous in real life settings, or there is
disagreement in the amount of harm caused by the behavior. It is unclear whether anger would
confer similar reputational benefits when in response to morally ambiguous actions. Expressing
anger in these cases may risk the possibility of being perceived as overly aggressive when the
situation does not clearly warrant such negative emotions. In addition, if someone feels and
expresses anger at every potential moral violation they encounter, it is possible that the
reputational benefits of anger may diminish. We suspect that the effects we have documented
require some amount of match between what the participant thinks about the event and what the
target thinks about the event. Do both parties believe that the event was wrong and thus

deserving of feeling angry about? If so, there should be reputational benefits for the target.
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The generalizability of our finding to different contexts and societies is another question
worth further investigation. It is possible that in real life, external factors, such as the norm or
culture of the specific context, could be taken into account by people. If there is a strong norm or
culture that is against the expression of anger at a specific situation, then the positive effect
associated with anger could be reduced or even eliminated.

Finally, it may be that other moral emotions like disgust and contempt elicit similar
effects to the ones we have documented with anger: they also signal disapproval, which could
thus provide information about the person’s set of beliefs. Alternatively, because disgust and
contempt are associated with withdrawal and avoidance (as opposed to the approach motivation
of anger), it is possible that they do not signal the same commitment to intervention in the future.
So while disgust and contempt may signal the belief that an immoral act has been committed,
anger may be a better signal of moral character because of its connection to taking intervening
action. More broadly, this suggests that the specific inferences drawn about a person’s character
and traits from their emotions depends on the predicted action-patterns associated with those
emotions, and not simply from whether the emotions generally reflect approval or disapproval.
We believe that future studies could address these possibilities.

Conclusion

Anger has a bad reputation, and is often associated with destructive and negative
outcomes. However, we provided evidence that anger experienced in the presence of a moral
violation can bestow reputational rewards on those who experience it. We believe that these
findings shed light on the function of anger and its social significance, as well as on our

understanding of how individuals make inferences about the moral character of others.
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Footnotes
! One filler task asked “Imagine you are walking around your town and on the sidewalk is an unmarked
envelope with $100 in it. What would you do with the money?”” The other filler task asked “Imagine your

first cousin came to you and asked you to help cover their mortgage payment for a month. What would

you do?” These filler tasks were included to increase the overall believability of the paradigm.
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